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	1. Prologue

**To those of you who are familiar with my other story, this is a new project that's unrelated to my previous story (Don't worry, I'm still working on writing ****_Hakuouki: The Will to Live_****). I want to write something that's strongly my own as well as being an original story despite the ****_Hakuouki_**** characters that you will read about. That aside, this is a story about the ****_Hakuouki_**** characters in a different setting that I have created. This story will feature traditional Japanese elements in which you have seen within the anime and/or game, as well as some of the supernatural aspects. I won't spoil much here, but the prologue should fill you in on the roots for this story. I'm so excited to share my idea with all of you lovely readers, and I hope you enjoy!**

**NOTE: I do not own ****_Hakuouki_****, or any of its precious characters. The plot of this story; however, is mine. If there are any OCs in the future (I doubt it, but if there are any, they won't play a huge role), I will also claim ownership.**

* * *

><p>Prologue<p>

No living creature was certain about when exactly the world was created or how it came to be. Since the indefinite beginning, the Unknown, a divine entity responsible for creating the world of Solis, created two kinds of beings: humans and the oni.

Humans were told to have been created from the earth of Solis, and brought to life by the Unknown's breath. Legends describe oni as being born with the moon's terrain, and their incredible powers were derived from the Unknown with the ingredient of the sun's majestic rays. The Unknown created both humans and oni as free beings. After granting his gifts to his new creations, the Unknown disappeared without a trace.

Without a god to guide them, humans and oni developed resentment for each other that was born from jealously. Each was envious of another's talent, despite the Unknown's gifts being of equal value. Both species were powerful, so powerful that they craved for more. Their greed intermingled with each other like day and night. Eventually, wars erupted between the two, creating the Age of Darkness.

Humans fought for the name of the Unknown, while oni fought to maintain their existence. After centuries of war, the humans stood at the top victoriously. The oni took heavy loses, and they were barely able to manage what was left of them. However, humans forced them into persecution; claiming that the oni were against the Unknown and spawned curses that threatened humanity. Humans drove the oni into what was believed as oblivion. But not all was lost for the oni race.

Since the end of the war, a few select oni clans survived and lived in secrecy while others masked their blood with high statuses in human social affairs. As for the humans, they constructed their own governments and ways of life that all revolved around the mysterious Unknown. Four kingdoms were developed: the North, South, East, and West. Most of these kingdoms thrive in what was known as the Golden Age, or the Age of Light.

Despite the prosperity within Solis, the East was set aflame until there was nothing but ash when the existence of oni was rumored to have had prevailed. Besides the dark events in the East, humans have lived in peace while respecting and worshiping their Maker. But a group of unknown murderers who wear black robes as dark as night and white, deceiving masks threaten to bring about the end of the Age of Light...

* * *

><p><strong>A short prologue, but you'll discover in further chapters how it relates to the story. I hope you enjoyed reading this backstory that I've created! Please review and tell me what you guys thought, I would really appreciate it! Chapter 1 will be posted shortly so you guys can get a better glimpse of what this story will be like!<strong>


	2. Chapter 1: The Arrival

**This chapter will be longer compared to the prologue. Let me explain things that the summary can't cover. This story is about Chizuru and what she goes through in this domain that I've created. The whole story (except for the Prologue) will be in First Person, so Chizuru will be the narrator. This is a work in progress, so the only thing I'll change (if I change anything) are grammatical errors and poor word usage, the story content will remain the same. Anything that's italicized are the protagonist's thoughts. Anyway, I won't spoil anything else, so... Enjoy!**

* * *

><p>Chapter 1: The Arrival<p>

_Pork or Beef...,_ I wonder as I carefully examine the small packages of meat on display.

It has finally been two weeks since my father went on his business trip to the West, and he's coming home any time today. I had to go shopping for groceries today, so I decided that I might as well prepare a special dinner in honor of my father's arrival.

One of my father's favorite meals to eat is usually anything with red meat, though he only likes eating that kind of meat on special occasions because red meat is fattier than most other types of meat. As a doctor, he would recommend everyone to eat fish or poultry while regulating the amount of red meat they could take in. But I feel like today is special enough for the both of us. Never before had I been home alone for so long. He's the only family I have, and we only have our farm animals for neighbors; so in the end, I've been alone this whole time. But he's finally coming home, and I couldn't be happier. A smile grows on my face while I'm filled with excitement.

"...I'll have one small leg of ham, please", I finally tell the butcher standing behind the wooden counter.

"Please wait here for a moment", the butcher then disappears into a back room. Alone in the store, my eyes naturally glance around at my surroundings. The butchery is a simple store with nothing extravagant inside. My gaze shifts to the window, and I spot Chibi tied to a post, waiting for my return.

"Here you go...", the butcher breaks my attention away from my horse and hands me a carefully wrapped package of meat. I pull out some coins and hand them to him. This time, I finally notice what he's wearing, and my eyes widen in shock. His dirty white apron is almost completely covered with splats of noticeable red blood. All of the sudden, I feel like my stomach is rising up to my throat. I quickly bow my head in gratitude and walk out from the store in haste.

I let out a sigh of relief when I finally reach Chibi. A feeling of nausea washes through me slowly, and I desperately try to focus on my horse, in hopes that I can erase those memories of that bloodstained apron. I know it's silly to get petrified over such a thing; after all, I was at a butchery with a slaughter house. But to see the crimson liquid standing out from the white fabric...that was haunting and gory enough for me.

Chibi nudges my shoulder with his pink nose, pulling me back to reality.

"...Okay, let's go home", I talk lightheartedly while patting the dappled grey horse's neck. I then stuff the meat package into the saddle bag and untie the reins from the post. Luckily, I'm wearing a men's hakama, so it's easy for me to climb onto my saddle. I generally wear my kimono on an everyday basis, but since I'm traveling on horseback, it's much easier to travel with men's clothing.

Ridding through the market square wasn't difficult since I all ready know my way around town. As I pass streets on Chibi, some townspeople that recognize me give me strange looks. It's probably because I look like a man, or at least a boy because I still have a childlike face despite my seventeen years of age. I would have normally traveled by foot with my normal clothing, but my house resides far within the backcountry forest, and I'm all ready running out of time. It's well past noon, and if I don't hurry, I fear what possible dangers the night might bring.

The South is usually a peaceful place, the only criminals to worry about are thieves. But recently, there have been cases of mysterious murders. I don't know a lot about these murders, since the officials want to keep some information hidden from the public. However, rumor has it that all of the victims were killed by the same person, and their lives were taken at night.

I command Chibi to progress into a canter once I make it out of town. I'm not taking my chances to wander around in the dark. Thankfully the sun's still out, and I can see efficiently through the path that leads me home. Trees surround me everywhere I look. The scenery is beautiful. The lush green forest is relaxing, and the occasional sakura tree stands out magnificently among the emerald sea. I would've taken more time to admire my surroundings, but I have a dire need to go home.

Just as the sun is about to set, I finally catch a glimpse of my house in the middle of a clearing. Relief settles my nerves as I dismount Chibi and grab the reins to lead him inside the barn that's only a few yards away from the house. Once I open the barn's doors, I'm greeted by a small menagerie of chickens and the dairy cow. While the hens cluck in my direction, I lead Chibi into his stall. Afterwards, I remove all of his tack and give him a good brushing. Suddenly, I remember that the meat package is still inside the saddle bag, and I quickly retrieve it before I can forget about it.

I can see the sun setting at the horizon from one of the windows, so I blow out the lanterns except for mine.

"Goodnight", I bid the animals farewell, then I leave the barn.

After I enter my house, I quickly slip off my sandals and get to work on turning on most of the lanterns. Without light, my home gets eerily dark, so I rush with a new match to every room. So far, there hasn't been any sign of my father ever arriving. I don't want to worry, but the sun has all ready gone down, and my father did promise me that he would be home today. I let out a deep sigh to try to calm myself. Instead of waiting around for Father and doing nothing, I distract myself by starting to cook the ham that I brought home.

I put on tasuki cords to pull my sleeves back, and I make sure that my workspace is clean. After a short while, the kitchen is filled with the scent of sweet pork, making me more than excited to see Father so we can share this delicious meal. I put the cover over the pot with the cooked ham, and I reach for a knife to start cutting some vegetables. After chopping through celery and turnips, I casually glance over at the window. It's completely dark out, and the full moon's light is blocked by shadowy clouds.

My eyes begin to peel back to the vegetables, but something outside catches my attention. A strange figure, cloaked in the night's darkness, stands alone. I can't make out a face. It's impossible. The identity is covered by a ghoulish white mask.

Before I can confirm what it is that I'm looking at, my head throbs painfully, and my vision blurs considerably. The world around me starts to spin, and I almost lose my balance. I force myself to steady as best as I can, leaning heavily on the kitchen counter. For some strange reason, I feel like I'm about to vomit. My gaze flashes back up to the window to spot the mysterious being.

Nothing's there.

_I'm probably just imagining things...,_ I try to convince myself mentally.

_Maybe I'm getting sick._

That must be it. I decide to retreat to my room and rest. If Father returns while I'm sleeping, he'd understand that I'm not feeling well to greet him. My head continues to pound, so I lean on the walls as I attempt to go to my room. Once there, I slide open the door, and my body immediately collapses on top of my futon. I desperately pull the covers over my body as I feel my body shivering in defense from an unrecognizable cold atmosphere. Quickly, as if entrapped by a spell, I fall into a deep sleep...

...I wake up to the strange cackling of wood. My eyes flutter open, but I can't exactly make out my surroundings. I try to breathe, and I expect nothing to happen, but when I inhale, I end up coughing back ashy smoke. Suddenly, instinct kicks in, and I jump out of bed with lightning speed. Now fully alert, I now understand that my home is being burned to the ground.

I run out of my room, and I notice the searing flames reach from the bottom of the floor to the ceiling. Fear makes my heart race, but for a brief moment, I'm paralyzed. A burning beam crashes only a few feet in front of me, sending bright red sparks all around, and I scream loudly in response, but my heart sinks with despair when I realize that no one can help me. My exist through the main hall is now blocked. I have to find another way out on my own. Fast.

A hidden part of me that craves to survive takes the reins and leads me toward the other end of the complex. I feel suffocated, and the only thing I breathe in is dry smoke. My nose plugs, and I feel tears somewhat involuntarily leak out from my eyes.

I'm still not safe when I reach the opposite end of the house. Like the devil's arms, scorching flames chase me wherever I go. Right when I'm about lost of all hope, I find a door that can lead me outside. With speed that I didn't know existed, I sprint toward the Godsend exist while hot flames catch the edge of my hakama.

Once outside, I pat down the small fire that had formed on my hakama. I made it out of my house alive, but my moment of comfort and relieve is brief. With sounds that I've never heard before in my entire life, I hear cries coming from the barn. That, too, is on fire, and with animals still locked inside.

Anyone else would've have ran toward a safe haven, but I summon what little courage I have left to run toward the barn.

The front door isn't burning yet, so I barge through it with all the might I have. Inside, I quickly remove the lock to the chicken coop, and wild hens dart out toward the exist before their tail feathers catch on fire. I still have to free the cow and Chibi, but neither of them won't move due to fright. I find an empty sack of potatoes and drench it in a nearby bucket of water. I rush to put the wet sack over the cow's eyes, blocking her vision. By blocking the cow's vision, she's forced to let me lead her outside. I try to be patient with her, but the fire is consuming the whole building rapidly. Once I get past the doors, I remove the wet sack and run back inside to find Chibi.

Now the fire has seeped through the walls, and the roof looks like it's about to crash to the ground. I sprint while trying to avoid flames at the same time, but it's hard to see past clouds of black smoke. Chibi's desperate screams for help are the only guides I have. After fumbling in the dark, I successfully reach his stall, now I have to worry about calming him down so that the two of us can get out alive.

The panicked horse is rearing, and his eyes are insanely wide with terror. I can't approach him too quickly or else I risk getting knocked out by one of his powerful hooves.

"Chibi! Chibi! It's me!", I try to speak over the roaring flames. It seems that the sound of my voice has calmed Chibi down for a moment, I take advantage of his brief tranquility to wrap the sack over his eyes. Now trusting to me, Chibi slowly but surely follows me where I direct him to go. I try to speak calmly to encourage Chibi to keep moving, but God's name desperately hangs on the edge of my tongue like a thin thread. We're almost to the exist, but suddenly a beam, along with several roof panels, crashes behind Chibi. Instantly, he goes haywire, and I lose my control over him. Chibi rears again, discarding the sack, and ultimately, I have to keep my distance to avoid getting hurt.

"It's okay! You're fine!", I try to coax Chibi, including myself. But Chibi is too panicked to listen to me, and I'm quickly running out of options. My head turns in every direction to find anything as remotely close to a lifesaver. The barn is practically glowing with all sorts of hot reds and yellows, and the once simple oak wood now serves as burning coal to the fire. My eyes land on an almost disheveled broom, and instantly, an idea pops into my head. I hold my breath to spare any sweet oxygen I have left in my lungs, and I dash to the broom. I come back with the broom in my hand to where Chibi is, and I approach him from behind. I'm out of his range of view, as well as any danger from his heavy hooves. I hold the broom by the edge of the broomstick, and with all the strength I have left, I swing the other end of the broom toward Chibi's rump. Spooked, the horse kicks with his haunches and gallops for the exist.

I was able to save Chibi, now I just have to save myself again. Every second that goes by, a chunk of the roof falls down, limiting my options of escape routes. The door frame to the exist is now flaring, just like all of the other windows. I'm trapped. If there's a way I can get out alive, it's definitely not leaving me unscathed from any physical harm. But time and roaring flames are my enemy, and I can't escape without any kind of confrontation.

Adrenaline possesses my body, and I see myself running for the burning exist. In a split second I use my arms to cover part of my face and chest as I attempt to leap over the flames. Instantly, I feel a searing sting on my feet and arms, but I land roughly on my knees as I tumble on the dry dirt outside.

Part of my body is screaming in pain, while the other portion focuses on regulating my breathing. My throat has closed up immensely, which leaves me gasping for fresh air. My toes feel like they're about to fall off, and the rest of my burnt body is literally peeling apart. I would've screamed in agony, but I don't have enough air in my lungs. The only things I can manage are labored gasps and groans.

I'm hurt, but I'm alive and away from the flames. However, I'm not sure how long I can survive. Right now, I want nothing more than to drown in a sea of cold water. Behind me, I can hear the last pillars of the barn collapse to the ground, and the earth rumbles underneath me. I try to move away from the remaining flames, but I only manage to move several yards away from the chaos. I land on the ground roughly once again, and I notice that my knees are bleeding, staining the remains of my white hakama. It's not just my knees that are bleeding...

Tears seep out of my eyes like a never-ending storm. _If no one finds me soon, I'll die. _That thought echoes throughout my brain like curse. The fact of the matter is that my chances of living are very slim. I'm too burnt and crippled to walk to salvation. The nearest person is miles away, and my father isn't here yet. Loneliness and despair shackle my heart.

I shift to my side to see the severity of the fire. Both my house and the barn are completely burnt to the ground; however, the fire continues to rage on like hellfire. The dark cobalt sky has been saturated into a heavy black from all of the smoke. My eyes scan the rest of the clearing, and I notice that I'm the only soul within the area. All of the animals, including Chibi, must have turned to their instincts and fled. I'm completely and utterly alone.

There's no hope for me. With no one to help me or at least try, I'm going to die. Fear paralyzes the rest of my body that was able to move. _I don't want to die. I don't want to die yet. _My thoughts are meaningless now, without a doubt, death is my only end. Only a miracle from the mighty Unknown himself could save me, and even that's a long-shot.

I close my eyes to escape from the hell around me. I couldn't even see my father for one last time. I'll die young without even discovering my dreams. My thoughts turn into prayers. _Please God, teach me how to die. Please let it all end now..._

...I'm still alive. _But how...?_

My eyes flash open and I sit up to examine my wounds. I immediately think that sitting up rapidly will have a painful toll on me, but there's no sense of pang throughout my body. Confused, I quickly move to examine my arms, and I stare at them in disbelief. My arms are as soft and pale as a newborn child's without a single trace of the damage they took. Then I'm hasty to check the rest body. I'm not burnt to a crisp as I was only a moment ago. _How on Earth...? _The only signs of the wounds and burns that I had are the stains of blood and black ash on my clothes. Before I can begin to wonder what just happened to me, I'm filled with the most amazing sensations of relief and joy. For whatever reason, my eyes trail back to the still burning fire. Even though there isn't anything left to be burned, the fire won't die down.

Something's wrong. I can't explain how, but I know that something isn't right.

Suddenly, my eyes lock onto a black object that's standing straight in the middle of the fire. It's not rubble, if it were, gravity and the flames would've brought it down. My vision focuses on the black shape, and I confirm to myself that it isn't an object that I'm looking at. It's a person. With my keen vision, I notice that the flames are touching the person, but they're not burning the mysterious being. In fact, the person isn't in any kind of danger. I feel my eyes widen in shock and awe. My eyes blink to make sure that my mind isn't playing tricks against me.

I know I'm not dreaming or hallucinating. What I'm seeing is real, and it's definitely abnormal. I don't know what to make of this until my eyes focus on person's face.

Hidden behind a perfect, but wretched white mask, the person's face is unidentifiable. My moment of relief and security is over. My heart races, and I can feel colors draining from my face. Just when I had thought that I was going to die, my life is once again at stake. Only this time, I'm afraid I won't be so lucky...

* * *

><p><strong>So? Did you enjoy this chapter? I hope you guys had a fun time reading through this! If there are any errors, I'll make sure to go back and fix this chapter. Please leave a review, I would really appreciate it and I take into account every word that you write. Overall, I had a fun time writing this chapter, and I hope to do it again in the future with this story. Familiar faces will begin to appear in the next chapter, so stay tuned! As always, have an awesome day!<strong>


	3. Chapter 2: The Ambiguous Savior

**Hope you guys have enjoyed what I've written so far. One thing I forgot to mention was that the rating is T for violence, strong language, and suggestive themes. As always, enjoy!**

* * *

><p>Chapter 2: The Ambiguous Savior<p>

I sit as still as a statue while I gape at the figure in front of me.

_This can't be happening!_ ...But it_ is_ happening. I soon realize that I'm almost to the point of hyperventilating, so I try to control my breathing, and I attempt to conduct a mental procedure that my father recommends his patients recovering from memory loss to do. _Start with the simple, and out with the more complicated things_...

_My name is Yukimura Chizuru._

_I'm seventeen years old._

_I live alone with my father, who was visiting other patients in the West, but he isn't here right now when he's supposed to be._

_My house and the barn have burned down -or are still burning-, but I survived._

_But now, a masked figure, who could only mean trouble, is most likely going to kill me._

The last thought sends a cold, unnerving shiver down my spine.

I've only heard rumors about them; a group of individuals who wear black robes and the palest of white masks. From what I've heard, these "rogues" defy the Unknown's teachings and terrorize anyone who stand in their way. Of course, hardly anyone believes these stories, and the public just regards these rumors as a tall tale. But even if the rumors weren't true, they still spread from town to town, and it wasn't hard for me to figure out why.

The Age of Light; the world's longest era of prosperity. People worshiped this current time, and of course, thanked and exalted the Unknown for this blessing. Based off from ancient scriptures, Solis had gone through an Age of Darkness, the raw age of war. It was a time that "is not supposed to be repeated", as many preachers have said. History from that time was perhaps purposefully kept vague, but from what I've learned, the Age of Darkness was the title to a war between humans and creatures known as "oni".

The typical description of an oni has always been monstrous, but it seemed more mythical, if anything. But that was ages ago, and now historians have claimed that the Age of Darkness was essentially a war amongst men, and that the term "oni" was an exaggeration. Though I hardly understood that part of history, no one seemed to have dwelled in the past. People are now focused on maintaining the peace throughout this Age of Light. So much so, that a simple rumor about misguided rogues can become a potential threat.

I've never thought twice about these "fanatics". I used to doubt that a group who wanted to end the Age of Light couldn't possibly exist, but alas, I was wrong. The proof is standing directly in front of me, confirming this rumor to be true. Whether the masked entity condones heresy or not, that doesn't change the fact that my current predicament is a less than favorable one.

Whatever scream or gasp that I try to vocalize becomes trapped within my throat. My body turns cold, and I can feel sweat rolling down my face.

_Move! I have to move!_ But my body is consumed by terror, so it doesn't comply with my mind. The masked person then starts to step toward me, away from the burning flames from my home. My heartbeat is so fast that I start to fear that it might just give out.

I bite my lip as hard as I can, and afterwards, my mouth is stinging, but the pain jolts my muscles awake. I tremble uncontrollably, but I do my best to crawl away from the mysterious being. But my escape plan must seem like child's play to my pursuer, and he -or she- continues to stalk me like a predatory carnivore. The masked person suddenly stops and now stands at about four steps away from me. The fanatic does nothing but watch as a crawl away at a very pitiful rate. At a closer distance, I can notice more details about this person that I didn't notice before.

The black robe that the person is wearing also has a hood, which looms eerily over his -or her- head. I try to note everything about this mysterious criminal, but my gaze can't drift away from the horrifying white mask that stands out in the dark environment. It's a simple one, but yet it still manages to look grim. The mask's features don't form any specific identity or character. The face is emotionless and without a soul. The only other detail that makes the mask unique are two horns that protrude from the forehead.

I plan to continue crawling away, but by looking at the mask, I'm suddenly halted. I can't explain -nor exactly understand- how, but a familiar sensation of nausea engulfs my entire body. I feel like I'm about to puke my guts out, and I can feel myself getting paler. I recognize this strange and abrupt feeling of sickness. I had experienced it when I had seen the white mask for the first time, which had also been the moment before my house had caught on fire.

Throughout the time that I feel ill, the masked person just stands in place. _Is he -or she- going to kill me? Maybe I'll get tortured instead... _A whimper is the only thing I can vocalize. Somehow, my reaction triggers a response from the masked person.

"...Good. ...I want to hear you more"

The voice was soft, and if given the proper script, it could have sounded nice. But given my current situation, it does little to calm my nerves. Even after hearing the person's voice, I still can't tell if he -or she- is a man or woman, but I don't think that really matters anymore. Nonetheless, I work up the small amount of courage that I have left to clear my throat.

"...What do you want?", my voice almost cracks.

"...All will be revealed in due time...", the masked person avoids my question. That's it. I can't sit around here waiting for something to happen. If I'm going to die either way, I won't go down without making an attempt to save myself. I force myself to throw up since it wasn't that hard to summon that ability now. Instantly, I take advantage of my light weight, and I sprint as fast as I can toward the forest. Despite being sick a moment ago, I feel rejuvenated with adrenaline surging through my veins. I expect to hear chasing footsteps behind me, but I don't hear anything except for myself. _He's -or she's- not going after me? _It seems that way, but I don't dare to look back to check. My only focus is to run.

I lose track of time, but it feels like I'd been running for miles. I do feel exhausted, but I still don't take any chances of slowing my pace down. The masked man isn't chasing me, and I've put a good amount of distance between me and my house, but the forest doesn't provide me with any kind of security. Beautiful throughout the day, the woods become a dark and eerie maze at night. Black tree branches resemble long and slender arms that are outstretched to trap their victims, and everything is silent, which makes me think that there's something lurking within the shadows. To make things worse, I can scarcely see where I'm going. But I don't care where I end up, just as long as I'm away from that masked person, I wouldn't mind running all the way to another country.

My lungs feel like they're being squeezed, depriving me from much needed air. My nose stings, and I can scarcely feel my feet. I want to keep running, but my options suddenly become limited when I come to a dead end. A tall cliff blocks my path, and the rock's edges don't look safe to climb. I can't get through. _There must be another way... _I start to turn back to where I came from, but something else stops me.

"He he... He he ha ha ha!", a raspy and nefarious laugh echoes throughout the forest and startles me.

My gut reaction causes me to throw my hands up to my mouth to cover a scream. Immediately, my head turns in all directions to find the source of the lunatic laughter. I don't see anyone -_or anything_-, but I can hear the distant laughter coming closer to my direction. It's too late for me to run the other way, and I start to frantically search for a hiding spot. The dark clouds above shift briefly to let the moon's light cast down slightly, and I quickly notice a small dark opening on the cliff. It's the perfect place to hide. It's a little high up from the ground, but it's perfect because no one will think to look there.

I run up to the cliff's wall and do my best to climb. It's not an easy climb, but the cave isn't that far up to reach. I almost slip, but I manage to hang onto some edges, and soon, I scurry inside the cave. It's not really a cave, since it's so narrow, but I squeeze my way in as deep as I can so I'm out of sight. In only minutes after I've settled into my hiding spot, the laugh reemerges, only this time, I know that the person is standing right in front of the cliff. I cover my mouth to silence my breathing, but the rest of my senses become alive as I pay attention to every detail that happens next.

From my position, I can still hear heavy and gruff breathing. Whatever is out there, it sounds parched. The laughing settles down into giggles that still prove to sound insane. I hear a different pitch, and I conclude that there's probably two people standing outside. I don't think about leaving from my spot. The strangers outside may not be with the masked person from before, but from what I hear outside, I don't feel like I can trust the people below.

After several minutes, everything becomes silent again. _Have they left?_ I slowly work my way to the cave's entrance to peak, but in the process, my hand gets cut by a sharp edge. I stifle a pained gasp, and my hand quickly becomes hot and swollen, and I can feel warm blood sliding in between my fingers. Still, I decide to go outside to inspect my wound properly. In the next second that I reach the cave's entrance, I hear a horrible screech.

"Blood! BLOOOOD!"

Before I can retreat back inside, or even scream, I see them. Two figures cloaked with black robes and white masks make it obvious that they see me as they run toward me with inhuman speed. I don't even have time to react, then I suddenly find myself being pulled harshly by one masked person. I scream as loud as I can, and I try to free myself, but the person's grip on me is tighter than an iron lock. My wrist that's being pulled fiercely will definitely have bruises.

"Blood! Give me your blood!", the masked man in front of me wails excitedly.

"No! Let me go!", I scream, but my plea falls on deaf ears. The masked man then shoves me off the cliff, and my body lands almost severely on the ground. I can feel some of my bones from my rib cage crunching together. Still, a few broken ribs won't kill me, but I know instinctively that these _things_ can. My eyes quickly slide to the masked man that threw me off the cliff, and I find myself left speechless. On his hands and knees, the figure's face glues onto the rock wall where my blood was shed. His mask is off, but I can't see his face because he still has a dark hood over his head.

"Blood! Oh Blood!", he licks the rock wall clean as if the last drops of water in the world were about to dry off. Even if I can't see his face, I see something else that still manages to disturb me. Glowing red eyes shine in the darkness as they stare down at the bloody rock with animalistic lust. The sight can be described with many dreadful words, but the one that pops out in my head the most is "inhuman". _These things... They may look human, but they're not!_ Before I can analyze the man -or beast- any further, the other masked man approaches me like a coiled snake.

"I need your blood... He he he", this masked person's voice is full of madness just like his companion's. I start to think that they're both with the mysterious masked person from earlier, but the design of their masks are almost misleading, and I question whether or not they're all from the same allegiance. I now see the detail of the mask in front of me. Yes, it's still white, but the face is near-completely different. This mask is more monstrous; in fact, it resembles a mural of an oni. The face of an oni, that's what it is. I've seen these types of masks before at festivals in which townspeople wear them for fun. The mask that I'm looking at in particular has an evil, or sinister, expression. It has furrowing brows, flaring red eyes, baring teeth that are long and possibly sharp, and pointed ears. Compared to the other unidentifiable mask, I still can't tell which one is more frightening. The only other trait that both masks share are two horns that stick out from the forehead.

My attention then shifts to a bright white line that appears out of the masked man's scabbard, and I immediately recognize it as a sword. _That's the sword that's going to kill me_, I think sadly.

"I want your blood...", the masked man tells me hoarsely.

"...P-Please... Stop", I meant to scream, but even my voice has become weak with fear. The masked man holds his sword high in the air, ready to take away my life, and it seems that he didn't listen to a word I said. The sword looks intimidating under the moonlight, and I feel like a small mouse gazing up at it. I try to shuffle my way out, but my body is too sore from my crash to move.

"GIVE ME BLOOD!", the masked man hollers.

"NO!", a scream is my only defense, and I quickly shut eyes so I don't see how I die. Then, I hear blood splattering around me and some lands on my face. Yet I don't feel any pain. _Am I really dead all ready? _

...My eyes open, and I notice that it's not my flesh that's been pierced. In front of me, I see a sharp metallic edge of a sword at the center of the masked man's heart. The figure wails loudly in pain, but soon enough, the creature falls silent, and I see the edge of the other blade slip out with a soft hiss. The masked man was most likely dead before he had even hit the ground. Acid begins to climb up my throat after seeing a man get killed right in front of me for the first time. Before I can figure out whose blade just killed the monster, the unmasked man snaps his body around from the cliff, and holds his sword high toward me.

"I NEED MORE BLOOD!", he yells savagely, and before I can scream, I see a white line stretch across the chest of the fanatic. The unmasked man staggers, and a pool of blood starts to expand underneath him. _What...just happened?_ I still can't process everything well enough in my brain. Before I can answer any of my own questions, my eyes dart to the tall standing man next to the corpses. I can't really see his face well enough since his back is facing me, and it's hard to see past the darkness. Unlike the other men, this man seems...normal, or at least, he's not one of those rogues. He isn't wearing any kind of black robes, and the sword in his hand is covered with the masked men's blood.

_...Did he just save me? _My body almost feels light when I begin to feel relieved, but the stranger's words put me back on edge.

"My, my. That wasn't any fun... Too bad, I was hoping I'd get more challenging opponents to kill", the stranger talks to himself.

_Did I just hear him right?_ The man's voice was lighthearted and definitely not fitting with the words he just used. It almost sounded like he was talking about something as simple as spilling a cup of tea. But he easily threw out the word "kill" as if he had been having a casual conversation about food. But the current moment was a whole ocean away from being casual. This new stranger just killed those other two men without any sort of compunction. I wonder how many times this man has killed before. Almost regrettably, I start to wonder who should I be more afraid of: the masked men with an obsession with blood, or the man that doesn't know the value of a soul. I almost laugh sadly when I suddenly remember the butcher's bloody apron from earlier this afternoon. How ironic, to think that I used to get scared over a bloody piece fabric, but now I realize that there are much worse things...

"You must not have any kind of luck today, huh?", the man's happy voice pulls me out of my thoughts. The clouds drift again, which provide a spotlight for the stranger in front of me, who's now facing me. I'm not sure about what I'm expecting to see, but I'm definitely surprised by what I see in front of me.

A friendly, wolfish grin forms on the man's face. Even under the dim moonlight, I can still tell that this stranger has short brown hair that reminds me of the color of a tree's trunk. The dark aura of the forest can't mask the man's handsome features, which only proves that the Unknown spent more deliberate time creating him. Not only did he spend deliberate time making the stranger handsome, he made him the object of perfection. But what intrigues me the most about this man are his eyes. I'm not so far away from him, but I notice that his eyes shine like emerald's under the moon's silver light. Green isn't an uncommon eye color, but never before had I seen a shade of green that's so..._mesmerizing_.

"What's wrong? Cat got your tongue?", the stranger pulls me out of my thoughts again while snorting a short laugh.

"...Um"

I don't know what to say. Better yet, I don't know what to think. Now that he mentioned the word "cat", I immediately realize the feline look to his face. His wry smile and keen green eyes reminded me of a curious cat. But somehow, the appearance works for him, and in a way, a part of his personality can be reflected._ How could a man look so beautiful and at the same time kill like he was taking a nice stroll through town?_ I couldn't put two and two together. I expected him to look more...rough, or even as scary as the masked men. _But he did save my life... _Whether he was a cynical killer or not, he killed the men -or beasts- that were in no way good. _Maybe he's not that bad of a person..._

"Don't worry. I won't kill you, so long as you don't give me a reason to", it was like he had known what I'd been thinking. His message made me relax a little, but I can't help myself from thinking that if I give him the slightest reason for him to turn on me, he would show no hesitation or mercy with his blade.

The stranger then pulls out a thin piece of paper from his shirt to wipe his sword clean, and I take that moment to study him more.

He's wearing a different style of clothes that's foreign to the South. He has on a slim pair of black pants and a button down shirt that matches in color. Simple, but durable leather boots cover his feet. Red arm protectors outline his strong forearms perfectly, and a sleeveless golden-yellow coat is held onto him by a white sash, which also holds a set of swords to his side. _He's must be from the West_, I take a mental note. _If that's the case, then what business does a western man have here in the South? _I feel stupid for wondering that. It doesn't matter where the stranger's from, if he hadn't showed up, I would most certainly be dead by now.

The man's eyes slide to mine, and they widen a little when they regard me from head to toe, then they narrow into small slits.

"You idiot. Why didn't you tell me earlier that you're hurt?", he scolds me while sheathing his sword in one swift motion before he makes his way toward me. I almost forgot that I'm bleeding, or _was_, to be more precise. My body still aches from my fall, but my bruises have shrunk, and the cuts I got from my landing are mere scrapes now. Even the cut on my palm is gone, and it was replaced by a thin pink line. I start to think that the man is exaggerating, but then I quickly remember that the damage that my clothes have taken tell more than what they should. Swiftly, I cross my arms over my chest in desperate attempt to hide my healed scars, but the stranger crouches in front of me and reaches for one of them first with a firm hand while still being gentle.

"Ah! Uh...", I gasp out of surprise.

"Relax all ready. I'm just checking to see if you're okay-", his eyes glance down at my arm, which barely shows any evidence of severe wounding. The friendly atmosphere on his face dissipates, and it becomes impossible for me to interpret what he's thinking. His green eyes study my arm so intently, and I begin to worry if I've all ready given him a reason for him to cut me down. He then scans the rest of my body, but his eyes constantly bounce back from my tattered and bloodstained clothes to my unharmed skin.

I can't explain my "condition" accurately, but my healing ability is definitely something that isn't normal. This isn't the first time my body has recovered so quickly. As a child, I would get small scratches and bruises, but within a few days they'd be gone. I told my father about this, and he told me that it was a rare medical condition. He used to call it "A Gift from the Unknown", but he instructed me not to tell anyone about it. As a child, I couldn't care less about my ability. But more recently, my injuries disappear much faster than they would have normally in the past. What once took several days to a week is now minutes to a day. Once I discovered that the speed of my ability had increased, I grew fearful of what others might have started to think. If rumors about masked men cold set the public off, I fear what can happen if suddenly word of a girl who can regenerate quickly got out. So as best as I could, I took the most precaution that I could to not get injured. But tonight, it was impossible to avoid any injuries. And now, I have to come up with an excuse quickly to hide my secret.

I jerk my arm free from the stranger's grasp, and I use what's left of my sleeve to cover it. The stranger's eyes meet mine, and they pierce me with a demanding glare.

"Uh, I'm not that hurt... Those other men just messed up my clothes", I meet the man's gaze directly and hope that he bought my lie. I can almost feel the venom from his eyes when they harden, and he opens his mouth to say something, but another voice interrupts him first.

"Souji!", another man's strong voice calls out from the distance. My head snaps toward the direction of the voice, and soon enough, I hear the pounding of hooves coming closer. In a few seconds, two men on horseback gallop toward me and the stranger with what seemed like frantic speed. One of the men with short black hair and violet eyes instantly looks at the man in front of me.

"Are you okay, Souji?", he asks in a stern tone that makes me question whether or not he's genuinely concerned about the other man's condition.

"You have eyes, don't you? Besides, what makes you think I'd get hurt so easily, Hijikata-san?", the man in front of me snickers. The man named Hijikata lets out an almost inaudible sigh, and his eyes quickly land on the dead corpses. _They're probably comrades, or they work together in some way_, I think when I observe the two new men. Both of them have western clothes and a katana set, and like the stranger that I met first, they're both handsome. _Are all men from the West like that?_

Before anything else happens, Hijikata finds my gaze, and his eyes narrow into a cold hard glare. The stare alone is enough to send shivers down my spine. Instantly, Hijikata maneuvers his horse in front of the corpses to somewhat block my view. I get the feeling that these guys aren't just regular tourists from the West, but rather, they look more like soldiers.

"You. What happened here?", Hijikata shoots the question at me with ice.

"...U-Um...I...", I try to begin talking, but Hijikata's glare is so sharp that my voice begins to shake. The man named Souji chuckles softly next to me.

"Of course the kid won't talk if you use that ugly face of yours", Souji mocks teasingly. I stare at Souji with awe. _How is it that he has the courage to tease Hijikata so easily?_ Even though I don't know Hijikata, I can clearly tell that he must be an intimidating authoritative figure.

"Shut the hell up. I didn't ask for your opinion", Hijikata complains irritably to Souji, but Souji only chuckles triumphantly. The other man approaches Souji on his horse.

"That's enough joking around, Souji. We have more important matters to attend to", the man who has dark hair, that appears to be violet, speaks calmly.

"Eh? You always seem to ruin my fun, Hajime-kun. But fine, I'll cooperate this time", Souji almost pouts before giving a sly smirk, but Hajime just stares at him with cool, emotionless blue eyes. Hajime's eyes then find mine.

"If you have nothing to hide, then you mustn't fear us. But you must understand that this situation is serious, and if we're to assist you, you must cooperate as well", Hajime explains to me calmly, which does help my heartbeat steady.

"Okay...", I agree in a quiet voice. I can feel three pairs of eyes focusing on me, and the men remain silent to hear my response.

"...I live out here in the forest with my father, but he's out of town right now, so I've been home alone", I swallow hard when memories of my burning home flash in my head.

"...Earlier this evening, someone lit my house and barn on fire. I escaped, but-", I catch myself when I was about to explain that I'd seen a masked man, who clearly seemed to be the person responsible for the fire. Would these men believe my story if I tell them the truth? But then again, Souji did just kill two masked men himself.

"I saw one of those masked people near my house, and I ran away in fear", I decide to be honest with them. Besides, as Hajime had hinted, it's better for me to be honest.

"Soon I ended up here, then those men showed up and nearly killed me", I look in the direction behind Hijikata's horse before I continue.

"Then he showed up and...took care of them, then you guys showed up", my eyes shift to Souji's before I had concluded with my story. I refrained from speaking about the masked men's obsession with my blood; besides, Souji must have witnessed their insanity as well, so I feel like I don't have to explain that part.

"...I see", Hijikata looks elsewhere, and he appears to get lost in thought as he furrows his brows. After a brief moment, a stern but composed expression takes form on Hijikata's face.

"Souji, take the kid back to the magistrate office...", he orders, then he meets my gaze while still speaking to Souji.

"...There're still several things we need to get straight", somehow, my heart rises to my throat when I hear him say that.

"But before you go, I need to know where your place is", his violet eyes demanded an answer. It doesn't take me long to explain to him that one must follow the wooded trail that starts from the town's center to get to my house.

"...Saito, take care of things here", Hijikata turns to his blue-eyed comrade, whose full name I figure out to be is Saito Hajime.

"Understood", Saito nods his head and moves his horse next to the corpses to cover the bodies more from my sight. _Do they want to spare me from the wretched view? _No, that's not it. These men hardly know me well enough to care about me that much. Those masked men are supposed to be rumors, and if word got out that the rumors are true, the streets would soon be filled with hysterical people. I'm a witness to that truth, and I know by Hijikata's cold glare that I'm supposed to keep my mouth shut.

"Well, we should get going then", Souji gives me a quick smile and pulls me up to my feet. Whether or not he thinks I'm still injured, he grabs my wrist in a locked grip that doesn't match his friendly smile. As he drags me away from the crime scene, I summon the courage to look back at the dead figures on the ground. Though it's still dark, I can still catch a glimpse of the unmasked man. Even with the hood out of the way, I still don't recognize the face that I see, but I note that face looks human. But then my eyes drift to the man's hair. It's a luminous color of white that shines like silver under the moonlight. It's definitely an odd color, but I don't think much of it until I see the dead man's hair recede into a natural dark color. _What the...?_, I begin to wonder what I'd just seen, but then I feel an unfriendly tug on my wrist.

"Ow...", my eyes land on Souji's.

"Oh? Did I hurt you? My bad", he smiles apologetically, but I can sense the insincerity in his tone. I hang my head low in defeat. I may have escaped death, but that doesn't mean that I'm out of trouble. We soon come across another horse tied to the branch of a fallen tree. Once Souji situates himself on the saddle, he helps me mount the horse, and I end up sitting behind him.

"You can hang onto me as tight as you'd like, just make sure you don't fall off", he gives me a wink, and I can feel my face heating up foolishly with embarrassment.

"...O-Okay", I have no choice but to wrap my arms around his waist. As Souji took me to the magistrate's office, I wonder about how I should feel. So many things had happened in just one day, I thought that I wasn't going to live long enough to see the sun rise. But I'm alive; however, I'm not exactly in the safe zone just yet. I was rescued by a group of men who aren't from here, and what's scarier is that I know these men can take lives away in less than minutes. But better them than dealing with the masked men. _Why did they assault me?_ I don't know the reason, nor do I think I want to know, but my thoughts eventually travel to my father.

_Where is he?_, I think desperately. He should've been home by now, and after the night's events, I begin to worry that something horrible might have happened to him. Even when I'm with Souji now, my heart still feels lonely without my father. I'd only just met Souji, and though he seems nice, I know he wouldn't hesitate to kill me if ordered to. I feel more alone than I've ever been before. It's frightening to think about how much my life had seemed to change with just the events of one night.

I don't think I'll be able to sleep easily for the rest of the night, nor for many more to come...

* * *

><p><strong>Firstly, let me apologize if there are any errors within the text, I'll go back in the future to make changes if I have to. I've been enjoying myself while writing this, and I hope that you guys have enjoyed this chapter as well. Stick around for the next chapter! Please, I'd very much appreciate a review telling me what you guys have thought about this chapter! As always, have an awesome day!<strong>


	4. Chapter 3: The Conference

**Hey guys! I hope you're all enjoying what I've worked on so far, even though it's only the beginning. So far this story is off to a good start thanks to you guys, so I'll gladly continue the story. It's been harder for me to access fanfiction because my computer is piece of bull crap, so I'm so sorry if there are any errors that I've might have missed. But I have made this chapter longer for you guys to enjoy. Other than that… As always, enjoy!**

* * *

><p>Chapter 3: The Conference<p>

We arrive at the magistrate's office at a late hour. Knowing that I'm in an important building, I suspect that the men that have "rescued" me must be important military officers of some sort. Still, I can tell that they're not from here, and that idea isn't the most comforting one. Nevertheless, I can't object or even oppose them now. They _did _save my life when I was certain that I should have died. The only thing I can do now is pray that my luck improves.

"Aren't you going to thank me?", the green-eyed man, named Souji, pulls me out of my train of thought.

"Huh?", I meet his gaze abruptly.

"I just saved your life, and I don't even get a simple 'thank you'?", he clarifies. His eyes are so fervently intense, I start to belief that needles will pop out from them. Despite his smile, I don't sense any mirth in it. I can guess from his expression that he means, "_Say thank you, or I'll throw you back into the woods_".

"O-Oh! Um… Thank you very much!", I bow in front of him, easily following his request. I'm so scared right now that I can feel my hands trembling violently against my knees. I might have been saved by him, but neither am I at ease around him. I study every detail about the ground so I don't have to look at his eyes. Suddenly, I hear a muffled giggle. _What?_

My head perks up slightly so I can gaze up at Souji attentively, and I see that he's…_laughing_? Finally, he reaches a point where he can't cover his own laughs with his hand, and he laughs an almost infectious and jolly sound. However, I don't laugh along because I have no idea what he's laughing about.

"…What's so funny?", I ask shyly. After a short moment, he finally composes himself, but not without wiping tears from his eyes.

"Oh my, I just never thought that you'd be so gullible", he grins at me while he tries to catch his breath. Embarrassingly, I duck my head down. I didn't want to do anything that would catch his attention, or even fall for anything that would provoke an unnecessary reaction out of me. I'm not sure whether or not I should be on edge with this man. _Just calm down, and act normal. You did nothing wrong_, I think to myself, but somehow I don't believe every thought, which makes my stomach churn unpleasantly.

"My apologies, but since we're at it; you're welcome", his face relaxes, and if I had just met him now, I would've certainly believed that he'd never hurt a soul. But I haven't forgotten what I've seen in the forest, and I doubt I could ever forget.

"Oh, I almost forgot. I haven't introduced myself yet. My name is Okita Souji", his grin adds "_it's a pleasure to meet you_". If he'd almost forgotten to introduce himself, I wonder if he still remembers that he killed two men less than an hour ago. I try to ignore that idea, and I give him the best –appropriate- smile that I can. I have to mentally remind myself to now consider the green-eyed man as Okita rather than his first name.

"Anyway, enough with the introductions. We should get going", Okita then grabs my wrist again, almost roughly, and leads me through the halls of the magistrate's office.

The halls are lit slightly, but everyone inside must be fast asleep considering that I don't see anyone else, nor do I hear anything.

_I wonder if southern patrolmen know about these guys…_

I feel guilty for even wondering about it, but I don't understand why a group of spontaneous westerners are roaming these halls without any kind of supervision from any southern officer or guard. Either way, who am I to say or question anything about the men whom I owe my life to? I remind myself that it's probably none of my business to know anything at all, but still, I can't help but feel a little curious about these foreigners.

After walking around silently, Okita and I finally reach a room, to which I guess is near the back of the compound. After sliding the door open, Okita leads me inside and quickly slides the door closed. Though I'm possibly inside one of the safest buildings in the South, being alone with him in an enclosed room causes a small bead of sweat to roll down my face.

"Why do you look so tense? You know you can relax now?", he asks softly.

"…Okay", I swallow hard, and I clasp my hands together in order to keep them from trembling, but nothing I do seems to calm my nerves. Okita only smirks at me, and I can imagine him making fun of me in his head.

"It's gonna be some time until Hijikata-san gets back, so I'll let you get cleaned up", his light voice matches his warm smile, but his green eyes blaze warningly, and I automatically fear what will happen to me when Hijikata returns. I do my best to not think much of Okita's gaze; so instead, I take a mental note that the room we're in is a dimly lit bathroom. Buckets of water are all ready set, along with scrubs and towels. I step away from Okita and work my way toward the buckets to inspect them.

"All right…", is all I say, but I notice that Okita makes no attempt to leave. I give him a second, then five seconds, then half of a minute… _Does he plan on watching me bathe?!_

"U-Um, I can handle myself here, so…you can leave", I inform him with a nervous laugh, but he still doesn't move.

"Sorry, but I can't leave you alone", he states bluntly.

"W-What?! But why?!", panic boils my skin.

"I can't risk leaving you on your own. After all, you might use that chance to try to escape", he explains nonchalantly. Escaping hadn't come across my mind at all, but from his perspective, he does have a valid point. But does he expect to have me strip in front of him so easily?!

"I understand, but-!", before I can finish, he interrupts my argument.

"What's the problem? Are you really that innocent?", the corners of his lips point up, and his eyes become ignited with mischief.

"That's not exactly the problem…", I'm quickly running out of legitimate excuses that could have a _chance_ to persuade him.

"Besides, it's not like I haven't seen another man naked before", he adds. _Man…?_, then I remember that I'm still wearing men's clothing. _Oh! He thinks I'm a man! He doesn't know that I'm a girl. _If I tell him that, he might just give me the privacy I need.

"You see, I'm not-", I'm interrupted yet again.

"Relax. I'm just joking", he giggles slightly before he starts to walk out of the room. Before he exits, his head turns back, and I see that same dangerous intensity in his eyes.

"Just don't take too long, or else I'll pull you out by force", he smirks playfully, but his threat is enough to make my breathing hitch.

"Y-Yes sir!", I nod quickly in agreement, and he only chuckles at my response. I finally exhale a sigh of relief as soon as he leaves.

With him gone, I feel like some pressure has been lifted, but I know he'll return quickly, so I undress myself rapidly, not caring at all where I throw my dirty clothes. When I get myself situated for my bath, I grab one of the buckets of water and dump its contents without taking the time to consider the water's temperature.

"Ah!", I gasp as goose bumps immediately cover my skin. Of course, what should I expect? The water is freezing. My limbs tremble, and I instinctively move myself into a fetal position to try to preserve any warmth within me. _I can't slow down, or else he'll see me like this. _With that in mind, I pick up a rag and use it to scrub off all of the blood and dirt on me. I soak the rag in another bucket of cold water and squeeze it to drain most of the unpleasant water out. Once I rub the rag against my skin, it immediately turns into a combination of red and black. I feel my stomach twisting into knots when I gape at the rag that's stained with my blood. The rag is in no way comparable to the butcher's apron from earlier. It's entirely worse. The rag stares back at me malevolently. _Don't stop_, I remind myself and focus on getting cleaned up quickly. Once I've washed off, I inspect my body.

My wounds should've been enough to kill me, yet I don't have a single injury on my pale skin. The only indications that depict any harm being done are faint pink lines. Even my rib cage aches a little, despite some them being broken a while ago. I wonder if Okita suspects anything about my healed wounds. I remember his venomous glare when he looked at my healed arm despite all of the misleading blood and ash on it. It wouldn't surprise me if he does suspect something bad about me. Even _I _don't know what exactly is happening to me. So many things have happened in such a short amount of time, it's hard to collect all of my scattered thoughts together.

My fate is unclear. Yes, it seems as though I've been saved, but will these men let me go? From the look Hijikata gave me, I can tell that he wished I would've never seen those masked men. Though we share the same wish, wishing won't change what could all ready be set on stone. I know that these masked fanatics aren't just a rumor, they're real, and I've all ready gotten a personal view of their terror. I know too much all ready, and because of that, these westerners won't let me off so easily. _No! You shouldn't be thinking about that! _I scold myself. In order to prevent my situation from worsening, I shouldn't think more about those masked men. If I can convince myself, maybe I'll end up believing that what I saw was merely an illusion.

Afterwards, I dry myself off with the towels that provide me more warmth than the water, and I put my still-wet hair up again. I plan to put on my used clothes back on, but I take note that they're almost ripped to shreds. Luckily there's still cloth that can cover one's most private areas, but they're still in awful condition considering all of the blood on it. I really don't want to put on those men's clothes again, but before I can ponder about them any further, Okita's voice breaks the silence.

"You done yet?", he asks behind the closed door. _Oh no! I'm still not changed yet!_

"A-Almost!", I call back hastily. Without enough time to think clearly, I layer myself with as many towels as I possibly can and approach the door. I slide the shoji door only an inch and do my best to peak outside while trying to hide the rest of my body. Okita's brow curves in amusement when he sees me.

"I'm guessing you're not dressed yet?", he states as more of a fact rather than a question.

"U-Um… Would you happen to have any spare clothes I could borrow for the time being, please?", I'm as polite as I can be.

"Hmm… That's right; your old clothes were quite worn down, weren't they? I guess I could find something else for you to wear", he sounds charitable, but something about his demeanor suggests that he's planning something else. Nevertheless, I ignore that and bow my head.

"Thank you very much"

"Just wait here. I'll be right back", he gives me a quick smile before I see him disappear away from the door. I don't even have to wait an entire minute before he shows up again. Through the small opening on the door, he hands me what appears to be a sleeping yukata. I say my thanks once more before I shut the door and change. Once I have the yukata on, I notice that something's wrong with it. It's huge. It could easily fit two average-sized men. As for me, my frame is rather small compared to other girls my age, so the yukata fits _very _loosely on me. So much so, that it reveals much of my chest. _I can't go out like this._

"Okita-san?", I call.

"What?", I hear behind the door.

"Is there a smaller yukata that you could let me borrow instead?"

"Nope. That's the only one I could find", he answers quickly. _What?! No, he can't be serious!_

"But-", I begin to protest.

"Will you stop whining all ready? It's not my job to pamper a kid", he retorts what is true. _What am I going to do now? _There's no other choice. I do my best to wrap the fabric more than once around me, and I tie the obi as tight as I can. What I've done improves the fitting, but for extra precaution, I clutch the collar close to my neck.

"I'm going to count to three and if you're still not ready, I'll drag you out myself. One…", Okita begins.

"I'm coming", I promise.

"Two…"

"Okay, I'm ready", I say as I slide the door open all the way with my free hand.

"Three…", Okita mutters as he looks at me from head to toe, almost approvingly. A grin plays on his lips while he stares at me, and my face heats up from embarrassment. I know I must look ridiculous right now, but it was either the clean yukata or my tarnished clothes.

"Well then. Hijikata-san just came back a little while ago, so it's time for you to have a little…chat with us", I see the darkness in his eyes again while his lips thin into an impish smirk. I can feel fear shiver down my spine again. Whatever conversation I'll end up having with the others, it'll definitely not be pleasing.

Once again, Okita and I walk through the halls of the magistrate office. This time, and thankfully to my convenience, Okita doesn't grip my arm, so I keep a firm grip on my yukata. I can feel my heart beating against my chest violently as my nerves get the best of me. I'm extremely nervous. I'm surprised that I can even walk straight right now. But there are several things that I _have_ to know about these men, so I gather a small amount of courage and take a deep breath.

"Okita-san, may I ask you something?", I start with a shaky voice. His head turns back slightly to glance at me, and he says nothing for a brief moment before he finally sighs.

"I suppose"

Now that I have permission, I have numerous amounts of questions to ask, but I blurt whatever one pops into my head clearly.

"You and your comrades are all from the West, right?", though I all ready have a good idea of what the answer might be, I still ask just to be sure.

"So you're not that dull… Well as a matter of fact, we are", he then grins nicely, and I take that notion as a sign for me to proceed.

"Does someone from here know what you guys are doing?"

"Few. Not everyone needs to know about our business here", his answer is vague, but he keeps it that way to let me know that it's none of my business to ask why they're here. I decide to stop asking questions about them, and the next question that comes out of my mouth makes me nervous.

"…What's going to happen to me?", my voice trembles, but I manage to keep eye contact with Okita. The smile on his face drops gradually, which makes my blood race with panic.

"…I wonder that myself", he sighs afterwards.

"But for your best interest, know that they're worse methods out there than a quick death", his grin returns, but his green eyes that are usually full of energy turn grim. I don't understand what he meant by "worse methods" right away. I think about his words carefully, and when I have a solid idea of what he'd meant, my heart rises to my throat. _If they're going to kill me, my death won't be painful_, I translate his words in my mind. Though he might have said that to relieve my tension, it doesn't help the fact that I'm still faced against death.

_Why would they kill me?_ _I haven't given them a reason to do so, right? _Before I can even think about answering my own questions, Okita stops in front of me, and I notice that we're outside of another room.

He slides the door open, and before he steps inside, he whispers something that I almost can't hear.

"Don't try to lie"

The room that I step into is dark, and I can't see anything at all, but I hear Okita close the door behind me.

"Was anyone following you?", a firm voice asks from the shadows.

"Nah, people here sleep like bears", I hear Okita chuckle next to me.

"No one knows we're here, then. I think it's safe to assume that we won't receive unexpected company, so long as we settle the situation calmly and efficiently", a quieter voice adds. As soon as the quiet voice stops, I see a match light several lanterns in the room. My eyes quickly scan the dim room, and I instantly recognize the two faces of the other westerners.

"Have a seat", the man who I recognize as Hijikata commands me. I nod my head and take a spot on an empty pillow in front of Hijikata while Okita takes the spot beside me.

"Are you all right?", Saito asks me. Though he shows no concern on his face, I wonder if he can read the nervousness on my face.

"Y-Yes, I'm okay", I nod my head.

"Are you sure? From what we saw in the forest, it appeared as though you had taken several injuries?", Saito's eyes narrow slightly. He must have noticed my clothes from earlier, or Okita might have told him. Either way, I can't let anyone else know about my abnormal healing patterns.

"Yes, I'm fine. I only have minor cuts and bruises", I somewhat lie, and I can feel Okita's eyes slide to me like a stalking tiger.

"If you say that you're all right, then we'll move forward", Hijikata speaks up, and I silently thank him for doing so. He opens his mouth to say something, but the door behind me slides open abruptly.

"You owe me big time, Souji", another man's voice almost growls. My head turns back, and I identify the owner of the new voice. He's a tall, bulky man with short dark-brown hair and icy blue eyes. I study his clothes next. _He's a westerner too_. The front of his buttoned shirt is almost completely open which exposes most of his strong sculpted chest and abdomen. Somehow, it doesn't surprise me that this other westerner is handsome just like the other men in the room. I force my head around to avoid looking at his chest for too long.

"Ah, Shinpachi-san. What took you so long?", Okita asks with a teasing smirk to the man named Shinpachi. The other man's face glowers at Okita.

"_What took me so long?! _I'll tell you what took me so fuckin' long; you had me chase down a wild horse while you ran off the other way!"

"Lower your voice, Shinpachi", Saito warns coolly.

"What's the meaning of this?", Hijikata inquires with an obviously-annoyed tone.

"When Souji and I were lookin' around in the forest, this horse ran in out of nowhere. So while Souji went to check out the place where the horse had come from, he left me to do all the hard work. That damn horse was losing its shit too, and when I was trying to catch it, it almost bit my hand off!", Shinpachi was close to shouting again.

"But you caught the horse, didn't you? So what's the problem?", Okita's grin is almost mocking. This time, Shinpachi looks prepared to shout –maybe even throw- something back at Okita, but Hijikata interrupts his chance.

"Enough of this bullshit! We'll deal with the horse later. Shinpachi, get in and shut your mouth", Hijikata doesn't even need to yell to sound malicious. The man named Shinpachi curses under his breath and almost slams the door shut. As he walks in, his eyes finally meet mine.

"Who's the kid?"

"A witness", Saito answers bluntly.

"Sucks to suck", Shinpachi tells me with a mocking laugh, and I feel myself shrinking in size. Just as Shinpachi got situated, Hijikata's glare turns to me.

"I went ahead and checked out your place, but I thought you were exaggerating when you said that it was on fire", he folds his arms as he continues.

"Some serious shit went down there. Are you sure it wasn't your fault? Maybe you could've left something burning in the kitchen, or a light fell by accident", he stopped to let me explain. I know I didn't do anything that could've set my home ablaze. Sure, I was roasting some pork, but I had finished before I'd seen the first masked person. Also, the lanterns in my house weren't designed to have easily fallen over as well, so that option's ruled out.

"No, that couldn't have happened", I answer.

"Then explain _what_ happened. Don't miss any details either", Hijikata demands coldly. I'm not sure where to begin. I can't even identify the moment when things started to go wrong. My eyes wander around the room momentarily, and they end up finding Okita's. "_Don't try to lie_", his eyes convey his earlier warning. I don't think I'll get away with lying anyway. Okita will surely see through me if I try, and there's nothing that can hold him back from calling me out. _Just tell them the truth, what could they possibly hold accountable against me?_ I breathe in as much air as I can before I begin.

I tell them everything. From arriving home to chopping vegetables, I explain all of the details from earlier this evening. I recount the masked person I saw standing outside from my window, and how I felt sick shortly after. Then I move on to explain the hellfire consuming my house and the barn. I go into so much detail that I even explain the part of when I helped all of barn animals escape, including Chibi. Then I start to lie. I know I shouldn't, but I can't let my audience know how I survived the fire. Instead, I tell them I ran out of the barn before any flames could've crisped my flesh. They remain silent the entire time, and it seems Okita doesn't pick up on the fact that I lied, so I go on with my story.

Next, I explain to them my encounter with the first masked person. I go into details about our small conversation before I had darted into the woods. Then I lie again. I'm honest when I describe finding a hiding spot to avoid being seen by the other two masked men, but I lie about the cut on my hand. In attempt to cover up my secret, I tell them that the masked men appeared out of nowhere and started attacking me. Of course, I leave out the part about one masked man throwing me off a cliff. I do mention their inhuman lust for my blood, but I quickly wrap my story up by explaining how Okita killed the masked men before they could seriously hurt me.

"Sounds like you got pretty lucky, kid", Shinpachi is the first to say something.

"So you saw that much…", I barely hear Hijikata murmur. The next moment is long and tense without anyone saying anything. The room is filled with furrowing brows and pensive expressions. It's Saito that breaks the uneasy silence.

"Vice Commander, what are we to do with the witness?", he directs his question to Hijikata. The question is one that I'm silently urging to know myself. The look on Hijikata's face is unreadable, which makes my fate undeterminable. I can tell he is having difficulty deciding my situation, but he finally sighs deeply, and I hold my breath.

"From what you've told us, I don't think you were with those masked men", he starts. _They thought I was with those fanatics?! _

"What're you saying, Hijikata-san? You think this kid just ended up at the wrong place at the wrong time?", Shinpachi questions.

"That may be, but why would a group of killing machines waste so much effort on just one kid?", Okita adds. Hijikata's hard violet gaze meets mine.

"You seem like an innocent kid, but still, that doesn't change the fact that you saw what those masked men did tonight", his eyes narrow slightly, and I don't like the direction of the conversation.

"We don't know if they were targeting you for a specific reason or not, but I'm sure you're smart enough to figure out who those people were"

"…I've heard rumors", I answer truthfully.

"Those masked men should have remained as just rumors. It's all ready bad enough that the public knows of them, even if they don't believe them", Saito explains to me.

"Unfortunately for you, you are a victim of an event that proves those rumors to be true. We can't allow that truth to be confirmed", he adds, and I feel sweat trailing down my back.

"Are you suggesting we cut the kid's tongue off so he doesn't talk?", though Shinpachi says that as a joke, I can't suppress a terrified gasp.

"I-I promise I won't tell anyone!", I have to say something. Okita giggles at my outburst before facing me.

"And what? You want us to let you go just like that? Sorry, but we can't risk the slightest chance of the truth being exposed, even if you swear over your own dead body", his grin does the exact opposite of bringing me joy. Before I can even come up with something to save myself, Okita turns to Hijikata.

"Why don't we just kill the kid? It'd be much easier that way than anything else", he suggests casually, but I sense his lethal edge like a blade on my throat. _What?! No that can be-!_

"Hey, Souji! Don't you think that's a little harsh?", Shinpachi frowns slightly.

"Watch that fucking tongue, Souji. We're not just going to kill off some brat who isn't guilty of anything. Besides, what would Kondou-san say if he heard you talk like that?", Hijikata's voice is a low snarl as he reprimands Okita.

"C'mon, I was only joking! No need to get all pissy, Hijikata-san", Okita snorts a short laugh, but I catch a small amount of nervousness in his tone, which I find strange. Whoever "Kondou" might be, he must be someone that Okita doesn't want to disappoint.

"Then you should've said it like a joke", Saito adds coldly. For some strange reason, Okita avoids everyone's gaze.

"Geez, no one can take a good joke", I hear him mumble to himself; and even in the dim room, I can see his cheeks turn slightly pink with embarrassment.

"But we still haven't figured out what we're going to do to with him", Shinpachi reminds everyone while taking a quick glance at me. _That's right. They all still think I'm a boy; maybe it'll help me if I tell them I'm a girl_. I open my mouth to speak, but Hijikata interrupts me.

"Does anyone else live with you? It's hard to believe that a kid like you can live alone", his assumption is somewhat insulting since I have proven I can take care of myself, but I ignore his last statement. But his first question conjures back my worries for my father.

"Yes, my father lives with me. He was out of town for work, but he was supposed to return today. But…", I don't know how to explain the rest of my father's predicament.

"…but he didn't show up?", Okita finishes for me. I nod my head and quickly turn my attention back to Hijikata.

"Did you see anyone there by my house? Maybe my father's looking for me", I can't contain the desperation in my voice. Hijikata shakes his head, and a part of my hope is crushed.

"What sort of business does your father do?", he asks me in response.

"He's a doctor trained in western medicine. His trip was actually in the West. He's been gone for the past two weeks, but he told me he'd be back today", I explain.

"Western medicine you say? Those kinds of doctors are rare, so they should be well known", Saito comments softly.

"What's your father's name?", Hijikata asks me. I don't even take a full second to reply.

"Yukimura Kodou", as soon as my father's name escapes my mouth, I feel four pairs of wide eyes land on me.

"What did you say?!", Hijikata asks disbelievingly. _What? _Suddenly, I feel the aura in the room shift. The quick and unexpected tension is almost suffocating. I don't understand why my father's name had brought out such a shocking reaction from everyone. For a good five seconds, no one says anything as they let shock consume their minds and stiffen their bodies. It isn't until Okita speaks up that everyone else sits up straight.

"Guess we killed two birds with one stone, huh?", a triumphant grin plasters his face. I'm lost. I have no idea what just happened.

"…Do you know my father?", I ask timidly. I can tell that my father's name has complicated the situation for Hijikata.

"Yukimura Kodou was visiting the West to analyze some of our men that have fallen ill. But while he was there, he disappeared", he states it so bluntly, I almost think he's lying.

"What?!", I don't know what else to say. _My father disappeared?! What happened to him?!_ So many questions fly into my head, and the panic that seeps through my body isn't helping. Saito must have sensed my immediate agitation, so he spoke with an extremely composed demeanor, like an adult trying to reason with a confused child.

"Calm down. We don't believe he's dead. To us, it seemed like he fled"

"Fled?", I question. _Fled from what?_

"Oh, don't misunderstand. What Hajime-kun meant was that it was like Kodou-san had never showed up to being with", Okita tells me.

"We don't know what happened to him. We only know that he's gone. So we came here to see if we could find him or find any clues", Hijikata adds.

"Why are you looking for him?", I can't help but ask.

"He's not in trouble or anything, but his disappearance was kinda strange. So we're just looking into it", Shinpachi smiles at me to try to calm me down, which does help, but only a little. _Where is my father? Is he okay? Where is my father?_

"What now, Hijikata-san? If we can't kill her or let her go, what will we do with her?", Okita turns to Hijikata with an expecting expression.

"Yeah, Souji's got a point. What can we possibly do with her- _HER?!_ What do you mean by that?!", Shinpachi shouts out his confusion while Hijikata shoots him a nasty glare.

"What're you getting so worked up for, Shinpachi? She's a girl, so what?", Hijikata snaps in a manner of a harsh whisper, reminding the other man that the current meeting is supposed to be confidential.

"Did you really think _she_ was a guy? It's _obvious_ she's a girl", Okita emphasized with an amused glint in his eyes. My face burns to the point where I can fry eggs on my cheeks. _If Okita knew I was a girl the entire time, then was he planning on seeing me naked?!_ I clutch my yukata as tight as I can, doing my best to hide all of my exposed skin. Okita's eyes slide to mine momentarily and he smirks at my reaction. I train my eyes on the floor and distract myself in any possible way to avert his intense gaze.

"Oh, Shinpachi-san. No wonder why Sano-san gets all the women", Okita looks away from me and laughs at the stunned man. In response, Shinpachi looks insulted by Okita's comment. I can only assume that the other man named "Sano" must be a lady killer, or someone that Shinpachi doesn't want to be compared with, or both.

"Shut up! I can't be the only one who thought she's a guy, right Saito?", Shinpachi looks at Saito with earnest and pleading eyes, but Saito's deep blue eyes look almost uninterested.

"You're the only one who thought she was a man. As for me, I could tell she was a woman, she does have obvious female features", Saito's voice is stoic, but his words make the blush on my face turn red.

"What?! Not you too, Saito!", Shinpachi whines, which strikes another chord within Hijikata.

"How many times do I have to tell you to shut up? We don't want anyone else listening in on this. She's a girl, that's it", though Hijikata directs his words to Shinpachi, I can feel the tension in the room increase.

"I don't know… _He_ may look like a girl to you, but I'm still not buying it… I think we need _proof_", Shinpachi's voice softens, but everyone in the room can hear him clearly, especially me. _Proof?! _My head almost snaps when I turn to Hijikata with a begging expression.

"Please, don't-!", my voice almost strains.

"You need more proof? Well do you want her to undress for you?", Okita laughs at the idea while Saito, who had been relatively calm throughout the entire conversation, has a small embarrassed blush staining his face. Hijikata finally steps in to my relief.

"Of course we won't undress her. So everyone, stop getting excited about that ridiculous idea", he scolds the other men like a mother would to her misbehaving children. Okita only shrugs his shoulders while Saito pretends to cough. On the other hand, Shinpachi stares at me with squinted eyes. I guess he's trying to find any small detail that could prove my gender to be a boy.

"Anyway, back on subject. Knowing that you're the daughter of Doctor Kodou, I can't have you killed. But neither can I let you run loose…", I see that my connection to my father has only put more stress on Hijikata, and I feel sort of guilty for being a nuisance to him. But what are they to do with me? Even if they were to let me go, I don't have a home to return to.

"I guess we could watch over her for a while…", Shinpachi suggests.

"That sure sounds nice and easy, but what are we going to do with her after we leave this place?", Okita cuts in.

"Souji's right. It's not like we will stay in the South for a long enough time to look after her and be able to find Yukimura. We still have our own priorities back in the West", Saito adds. Once again, the room finds itself in another wave of deep thought.

"Yukimura", Hijikata calls my attention.

"Yes?"

"Whenever your father goes out of town, does he have someone else in charge of you?"

"U-Um…", I think about his question for a while. I generally stay by myself in the house whenever my father leaves for a trip, and it normally shouldn't have been a big deal, but two weeks has been the longest my father had left me alone. I didn't mind looking after myself, or even holding down the house and the barn. But there is someone that Father told me to look for in case there ever was an emergency.

"…I usually look after myself, but my father told me to visit another doctor by the name of Matsumoto Ryojun in case I ever needed anything", I tell Hijikata.

"I see… Then we'll have to discuss several things with him as well", Hijikata looks about ready to get up from his seat, but Okita stops him before he moves an inch.

"Just hold on a sec. You're planning on seeing this Matsumoto guy right now? Don't you think it's a little late for that?"

"Then what do you want me to do, Souji? We have to talk to that doctor as soon as possible", Hijikata's eyes narrow slightly at the other man.

"Why don't we just pay him a visit tomorrow? Besides, we wouldn't want anyone else getting panicked. Imagine how it would look if a couple of westerners barged into some good doctor's home in the middle of the night demanding information on a missing person, especially after all that's happened", Okita explains. I'm not entirely sure what he meant by "anyone else getting panicked", but I can assume it has something to do with the events of this night. If anyone does so much as even guess that the masked fanatics are real, panic could begin to spread like a crown forest fire. A case of a missing person wouldn't be of much help either to put out the flames.

"I agree with Souji. It's better for us to confront the doctor like normal civilians", Saito says to Hijikata.

"So what's it gonna be?", Shinpachi asks the pensive Vice Commander.

"…Very well, we'll check in with him tomorrow first thing", Hijikata then turns his serious gaze at me.

"As for you, we can give you a room for tonight"

"Really?!", I get a little excited knowing that I'm not going to get killed today.

"Hell yeah! The new girl gets to hang out with us for a bit. Don't worry, we'll take good care of you", Shinpachi boasts excitedly as well, but I'm not sure what's so exciting about them having to watch over me. Okita must share my same confusion when he quirks a brow at Shinpachi.

"What's this all of the sudden? Did you have a change of heart now that you know the kid's a girl?", Okita teases to the almost rowdy man.

"T-That's not true, you dick! I'm just being a proper gentlemen", Shinpachi claims proudly by lifting his chin.

"I wouldn't say 'proper'…", Saito comments.

"What's with all of you?! Is today 'Screw Over Shinpachi Day'?! Huh?!", Shinpachi jumps up from his seat and points an accusing finger at everyone else.

"Keep your voice down!", Hijikata snarls, but I know he's doing his best to keep his own pitch from increasing. Okita chuckles next to me, and I can't help myself from giggling along. Throughout this entire day, this moment is perhaps one of the most cheerful ones out of a pool full of energy-draining ones. It's ironic that these men who were threatening to kill me only a moment ago could put a smile on my face. My troubles haven't vanished, but these men have reinforced my hope for a better outcome.

"Well if you're gonna be staying with us for a while you should know our names", Okita says, but his words are also directed to the other men.

"I'm Nagakura Shinpachi!", the man, who I now consider to be Nagakura, flashes a white smile at me.

"Saito Hajime", Saito quietly tells me. I look at Hijikata next, and he seems reluctant to introduce himself, but he finally sighs and meets my waiting gaze.

"…Hijikata Toshizo-"

"You all ready know who I am, so now it's time for you to introduce yourself", Okita cuts off Hijikata immediately and waits for my response. For a moment, I think I almost hear Hijikata growling in the back.

"Well?", Okita presses.

"Uh… My name is Yukimura Chizuru", I bow my head at everyone.

"Thank you very much for letting me stay with you. Please take care of me", I bow once more, and Nagakura speaks up.

"It's no problem, Chizuru-chan! We're all happy you get to stay with us", I hear Okita giggle once more, but he restrains himself from mocking Shinpachi any further.

"Don't let Shinpachi fool you. You're not staying with us for fun and games", Hijikata reminds me sternly.

"Right", I nod my head in understanding.

There's still so much for me to worry about. I have no idea what's happening with my father or even where he can possibly be right now. Of course, the question "why" only complicates things more. I don't even know what will happen to me exactly. I know these westerners won't kill me, but neither will all of them pamper me like a lost child. They made it very clear that they don't want anyone knowing about the masked men, I just happen to be a rare exception due to my ties with my father. One wrong move from me, and I can kiss their hospitality goodbye. But nevertheless, I'm alive, and to me that's worth something. _Maybe things won't be so bad after all… _

I can't allow myself to feel so defeated anymore. Tomorrow will be a new day, and I'll get more help from Doctor Matsumoto. _Things have to get better…right?_ They have to, or else, I wouldn't know what to do next. Just keep moving forward, that's all I'll have to do. At last, I'll escape from the darkness of night and get to see the sun rise from the east tomorrow morning.

After the meeting, Okita leads me to my new room. I'm about to step inside and get prepared for my much needed sleep, when suddenly I feel a hand on my shoulder. Before I can totally process what's going on, I feel myself being pinned against the nearest wall. My eyelids fly up as far as they can, and I immediately recognize that Okita is the one pinning me to the wall.

"W-Wha-?!", I begin to question him, but I stop myself when his face nears mine. His emerald eyes are darker and more perilous underneath the dim lighting of the hall. His face nears considerably closer to mine, and I momentarily forget how to breathe. Just before his face meets mine, his head turns to my right shoulder. I try to push him away, but both of my hands have been caught by his iron grasp. The sound of my heart beating roughly against my chest is so loud, I begin to think that Okita will be able to hear it. I feel his soft warm breath on my ear. The next words he says are a low warning whisper, which makes my heart drop.

"I told you not to lie, Chizuru-chan…", he steps back and gives me an innocent smile before he walks away from me and disappears within the shadows.

Emotion takes control of my body, and I feel myself drop to the floor. I'm not so sure anymore if it would've been better for me to get killed in the woods by those masked men, or face Okita once again.

* * *
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><p>Chapter 4: Questions Without an Answer<p>

The sound of birds chirping outside pulls me from my sleep. My eyes open lazily while I groan in protest for being awake. The birds might be at it early this morning, but the sun isn't even halfway past the horizon. My still-blurred vision looks at the semi-dark ceiling that I'm laying under. _Where am I...?_

For a split second, I think I'm in my room back home, and I jolt myself fully awake by sitting up abruptly. However, I remember that my home no longer exists. What's left of my room is probably ash and debris. My gaze wanders around the alien room that's obviously not mine. _So it wasn't a dream..._ A pool of sadness floods my heart momentarily.

…My home is gone. My father is gone. And so is my freedom.

I whimper softly and fall back heavily on the futon. It's still somewhat dark outside, and from the events of last night, I have no desire to get up. I curl up into a ball and hope that I can fall asleep again.

_How did I end up like this?_ When I was meeting the brink of death in the forest, I went beyond my limit to simply breathe, and there was certainly more effort put in when I was trying to survive. But now I feel lost. I feel more defeated. My hands clench into tiny fists at my side. _Why is it so easy for me to give up?_ I'm frustrated at my own mental helplessness. I can't allow myself to succumb to my pessimistic thoughts, but still… I don't know what to expect anymore. For all I know, my life can take another unexpected curve. Stress causes an ache to develop in my head.

I'm beyond exhausted. I think I only slept for four hours last night, though it's not just the lack of sleep that has me tired. Memories from yesterday come pouring into my head. In order for me to not go insane and lose my grip with reality, I mentally inform myself of what happened yesterday.

_I was being chased by a notorious group of masked men who were trying to kill me, and I still don't know the reason why_.

_I was saved by a group of western soldiers, who are probably still considering my innocence. They could've killed me for just seeing the masked men at work, but for some reason that I'm still unsure of, my connection to my father has spared my life._

_I think I'll be okay with these men…right?_

Suddenly, Okita's words echo through my brain like an omen.

"_I told you not to lie, Chizuru-chan..._"

His words send an unnerving chill down my spine. I pull the blanket closer to my head in response. That's why I didn't get much sleep. I stayed up late in my futon with an incredibly fast heart rate thinking about his sly words and hot emerald eyes. Before, I was once wishing for morning to come, but now I'm praying that time could freeze so I don't have to see Okita again. _Oh how things change_, I think sarcastically, but I can't manage to cheer myself up with my poor sense of humor.

I sigh and try to focus on thinking about something else; however, my thoughts all ways return to Okita.

His cat-like grin is like a knife to my back. How did he know I was lying? Was I that obvious to exploit? It wasn't easy for me to lie about my secret, but it seemed like I did convince everyone else. _Everyone else except for Okita_, my subconscious reminds me harshly. What will he do now, I wonder. Did lying about my secret prove to be detrimental to my chances of survival? I don't know the answer, and I'm scared -terrified even- to find out.

He might have told the others; maybe they're planning to kill me now. _Great, now I have no chance of living and looking for my father._ I frown at the thought.

_Father..._

What's happening to him right now? I only hope that wherever he might be, he's safe. I start to wonder about the possibilities of what could've happened to him, but I can't come to a plausible conclusion. I don't end up thinking about it for long because I hear a familiar voice behind my door, which interrupts my train of thought.

"Yukimura", the quiet but firm voice calls. I slip out of my futon and adjust my still-very-loose yukata before I reach the door. I slide it open, and I see Saito standing right outside in the dark hallway. Before I can greet him, he interrupts my chance.

"I'm sorry to disturb you, but we must leave this place as soon as possible", he whispers to me. I blink. I'm still dazed from my rough night, but I'm still confused by what he had meant. _Leave?_

"Um... Why?", I blurt with a groggy voice. His sapphire eyes harden slightly, and I can tell that my question is annoying for him to answer. He pulls an are-you-really-asking-me-that face. Nonetheless, he manages to stay calm and simply regards me with a stoic expression.

"I understand that this is sudden, but I'll explain everything to you once we leave", I can sense his urge to leave in the edge of his voice. I nod and begin to step out of the room, but Saito stops me. I lift a confused brow, and I see him lift something up in return. My eyes trail down to the folded piece of fabric that he's offering me.

"First you must change into this. Quickly", he instructs me. I take the fabric from his hands, and he literary shuts the door in my face.

"Okay...?", I breathe out. I'm not sure what to make of my first and very brief encounter of the day. I push that idea aside and work to getting changed "quickly" just as Saito had instructed me to do. Gladly, I pull off my sleeping yukata while remembering the embarrassment it brought me yesterday, and I unfold my new garb.

The sun rose a little bit, so I can now see my surroundings better. _Yes! _I smile when I observe the new piece of clothing that Saito gave me. It's an everyday women's kimono, and I'm more than happy about not disguising myself as a boy anymore. I then observe the details about the kimono. It's cerulean blue with a very simple floral pattern descending from the sleeves, but nonetheless, it's still beautiful. Now excited, I quickly put on the kimono and wrap the cream colored obi that came with it around me.

I feel like I've returned a step closer to normality now that I'm actually dressed up as a girl. I then run my fingers through my dark, tangled hair so it doesn't look like a tyrannous beast. Once I've soothed my hair out, I grab my crimson hair chords and use it to tie my hair loosely to the side.

"Yukimura, are you ready?", Saito asks me from behind the door.

"Yes", I turn around and see Saito slide the door open in response.

I'm not sure what happened, but Saito looks at me as if he's seeing a ghost. He says nothing, but simply regards my entire figure with watchful and almost disbelieving eyes. Now I feel awkward. I have no idea what he's thinking, or even exactly what he's doing. The silence only makes the ambiance worse. Finally, when I've had enough of this uncomfortable situation, I speak up.

"Um, Saito-san, is there something wrong?"

I must have startled him somehow because he blinks abruptly and then meets my gaze with wide eyes. _What's going on with him?_

"…Is that really you, Yukimura?", his voice surprises me because I catch a nervous edge in it.

"Yes…", I raise a confused brow at him. His eyes trail up and down when he looks at me again. This time I notice that he's studying my clothes. Embarrassed, I duck my head.

"Is there something wrong with what I'm wearing?", I ask timidly. His eyes zap from my clothes to my own brown orbs.

"No, there's nothing wrong with what you are wearing…", his voice is the quietest I've ever heard him speak. For a moment, I think I catch a glimpse of him blushing, but I quickly disregard that idea. _He's not the type that would blush around women, right? _The idea is absurd. Saito is perhaps the most serious one out of the entire group of westerners I've met. I must be getting ahead of myself if I believe that Saito would blush so easily.

"If you're ready, we should be leaving now", he turns away curtly and sets a hurried pace in his stride. I have to jog a little bit in order for me to catch up with him. _Really, what's going on with him?_, I wonder again.

The halls of the magistrate's office are still dark, and it doesn't seem like anyone else is awake right now. Saito and I move silently and quickly through the halls like ghosts. I don't know why we're in such a rush, but nevertheless I don't dare to question it aloud. We approach a corner, and all of the sudden Saito stops and puts an arm out in front of me. I almost crash into his arm, and I give him a confused stare. Then I hear voices, none of which I recognize. I listen in onto their conversations about patrols and people who they've caught stealing. The voices must belong to those of southern patrolmen. It isn't until the voices die down that Saito and I resume our course. _He must not want us to be spotted. _Then I remember that Okita did say that only a few southerners know they're here, and also that not everyone needed to know what they're doing here. Now I understand why Saito is being very discreet.

We eventually make it out of the magistrate's office unnoticed, and we begin to walk the town's streets. The sun is now up in the sky, and merchants are beginning to open their stores for the day.

"Saito-san, where are we going?", I ask curiously.

"To meet with everyone else", Saito answers me without taking his eyes off the street. By his answer, I take it that all of the other westerners must be awake and are all ready at work.

"Oh, why did we have to leave the magistrate's office so early?", I recall my earlier question.

"So no one could see us, even though we are in disguise", he says blatantly. _Disguise?_ Finally, I notice that Saito isn't in his western uniform. Instead, he's wearing an everyday men's hakama, a trademark for the common southern male.

"Why do you have to disguise yourself?", I ask.

"If we're to move freely in daylight, we must blend in with our surroundings. Besides, if we were to walk around the South in our western apparel, it might alarm other southerners", he explains. Now that we're on the topic about clothes, I speak up.

"…Thank you for letting me borrow this kimono. It's beautiful", I tell Saito. His eyes meet mine shyly, and this time, I'm not mistaken that he's blushing.

"Yes…well, it was Shinpachi who bought it for you. So you should be thanking him", he says awkwardly.

"Oh? Well…thank you for bringing it to me", I feel like I have to credit him for something.

"…It was nothing", his eyes trail back to the street. It's hard to see past his indigo bangs, but it still looks like he's blushing. I stifle a giggle. There's definitely more to Saito than what meets the eye.

Walking around the streets of my southern hometown relaxes me a little. Everyone's lives seem normal and mundane, as they should be. People begin to leave their homes to run errands, while merchants do their best to convince customers to buy their latest products. Even watching children play in the street brings a smile to my face. So my life hasn't taken a complete turn for the worse.

I had guessed that Okita would've told the others about my dishonesty, and I would've been punished for it all ready, but Saito shows no signs that he's ready to take my life away –but if given the order, I'm positive he wouldn't hesitate. Maybe Okita didn't tell anyone…_yet_. Or perhaps he was just joking around with me. I don't know. I can't distinguish anything honest that Okita has done so far. _Just stay calm…_

Finally, Saito and I arrive at a small restaurant and step inside. It's still not crowded considering that it's still kind of early, but there's one table being occupied. Saito approaches that table, and I follow along. At a closer distance, I now see that it's Nagakura sitting at the table. Like Saito, he's dressed in southern garb, but the shirt he has on sags _very_ loosely, which also reveals more of his ripped chest and abdomen. Once again, it takes effort for me to train my eyes on his instead of his physique.

"Well, well, well. I never would've guessed that you're such a lady's man, Saito, you dog", Nagakura smiles mischievously at a clearly-not-amused Saito. Nagakura shoots me a wink, and I feel my cheeks beginning to burn.

"Gotta say, Saito, I'm quite impressed. You picked up a hot babe from the street", Nagakura continues.

"What are you talking about, Shinpachi? I only followed my orders and escorted Yukimura here", Saito tells the other man with a stoic expression. Nagakura blinks.

"Eh?", his sky blue eyes study me attentively while I'm filled with the need to cover my tomato-red face. After several awkwardly long seconds, Nagakura's eyes widen to the point where I start to think that they'll pop out from their sockets. Suddenly, he stands up from is seat, almost knocking his chair back, and he slaps his hands on the table.

"Whaaa?! Chizuru-chan, is that really you?!", his mouth drops open with shock and disbelief. _Why did Saito and Nagakura ask that? Am I really that unrecognizable?_

"Y-Yes, it's me…", I assure Nagakura nervously.

"Holy shit! You're so good lookin' that I didn't recognize you!", my voice cracks in my throat when I hear Nagakura talk.

"What's this, Shinpachi-san? Have you fallen in love with her all ready?", when I hear that familiar, teasing voice, I almost jump. My heart rate begins to accelerate. I turn my head around slowly. There he is. His famous crooked smile sends shivers down my spine.

"I'll admit though, she's not a bad choice", Okita grins at Nagakura while approaching us from the entrance. His devilish green eyes meet mine, and now it becomes an effort for me to breathe. Even though I'm fully clothed, I feel naked and vulnerable before him.

"Hey, Souji, are you trying to make me blush?", Nagakura laughs while scratching the back of his head. Okita only chuckles, and I take the time to observe his new southern clothing. Instead of a hakama, he's wearing a men's kimono that's as dark as a shaded green forest. His impressive collarbones stand out proudly along with a small part of his toned chest. Quickly realizing that I'm gawking at Okita, I shift my focus on something else. Like the others, his swords are strapped securely to his side, which can only mean that he won't drop his guard, especially around me.

"But really, Chizuru-chan, even though we're supposed to lay low, you'll be turning a lot heads today", Nagakura praises me with a huge smile.

"N-No. Not at all…", my speech is pathetic as I reject Nagakura's comment. As Saito takes a seat next to Nagakura, I feel Okita coming closer to me like a prowling lion.

"So Chizuru-chan, how did you sleep last night? Did you have any dreams?", he asks me nicely, but I see the familiar and dangerous glint in his eyes. I shudder when I translate his words in my head. _What you meant to say was, "Did you have any nightmares about me last night? Or did you stay up all night thinking about what I said?". The answer is yes. I hardly slept well because you're so terrifying that I almost had a panic attack._ Right now, I want to run away from him, but only doing that will get me in more trouble. I can't possibly escape from him. Knowing that, I gather the courage to meet his intense gaze.

"Fine. And no, I didn't dream at all last night. Thank you for asking", I smile at him –or at least try to- challengingly, and I catch a glimpse of amusement in his eyes as he stares down at me. Luckily, he doesn't respond, and both of us take a spot at the table.

Unfortunately, I end up sitting next to Okita as we all wait for our breakfast. I'm silent the entire time while the three men share stories about funny or interesting things they've seen. Occasionally, names, such as "Heisuke" and "Yamazaki", that I can't put faces to are spoken. Eventually our meals are brought out to us, and everyone enjoys their food. So far, everything seems all right. The men appear to be natural and relaxed. While eating, I study Okita the most. He hasn't given the other men any indication about his discovery, so for now I'm safe. However, every time his eyes catch mine, I end up looking back down at my food.

"All right, so what's the plan for today?", Nagakura asks while relaxing heavily on his chair and patting his full and satisfied stomach.

"We're to continue our search", Saito answers him._ Could he be referring to the search for my father? _I'm not sure, but if I ask, I feel like no one will answer me.

"As for you…", Saito looks at me seriously, and I'm not sure what to expect from him. I try to mask my inner anxiety with a straight face.

"You're to find Doctor Matsumoto, along with Souji", he tells me calmly, but by mentioning that Okita will be accompanying me, I feel tense. Okita doesn't seem to like the idea either when he suddenly sits upright and scowls at Saito.

"Eh? Why do I have to be the babysitter?", he complains.

"Those are Hijikata-san's orders, not mine. Either way, you must follow them", Saito tells the other man in a controlled manner, not at all caring about what Okita thinks. Okita sighs in defeat.

"Damn, Hijikata-san can be a real pain in the ass… That just means I'll have to return the favor one of these days…", he talks to himself, but I can all ready tell that he's planning to do something to Hijikata that doesn't sound pleasant. For some unknown reason, Saito furrows his brows at Okita's comment.

"Well then, Chizuru-chan, we should get going", Okita pats my shoulder as he rises from his seat, and by force I must follow along.

"Thank you for the meal", I bow to Saito and Nagakura before I follow Okita outside.

We don't walk far when all of the sudden, I hear Nagakura's voice yelling from the distance.

"Hey, Souji! Get back here! You're supposed to pay for all of us!", I turn my head back, and I see an angry Nagakura standing outside next to an even angrier restaurant owner. Then I feel Okita's large hand encircle my wrist.

"Let's go, Chizuru-chan", he smiles at me and begins to pull me with him.

"But-!", I can't even finish what I'm about to say because soon enough I have to run into a sprint to keep up with Okita. As we run farther away, I hear Nagakura's shouting die down. Okita begins to laugh as he leads me further away from the restaurant, and I can't resist laughing along with him. Though I do feel bad for Nagakura, I have to admit that it's fun being mischievous from time to time.

Finally, and thankfully, we run far enough that we reach a stopping point to catch our breaths. I'm more exhausted than Okita because it took more effort on my part to run in a women's kimono.

"I think we're safe now", Okita says with a triumphant grin.

"But who will pay for all of our meals?", I say in between pants.

"Don't worry about it. Hajime-kun's got us covered", he tries to assure me.

"Okay…", I finally give in, despite still being unsure about the idea that Saito has to pay for all of us.

"Now, lets look for this Doctor Matsumoto guy", Okita tells me with a smile and walks next to me as I begin to show him the way to the doctor's house.

As we walk, we pass by a dango shop. Okita stops, and his eyes light up like a child's.

"Think you could wait here a bit? I'll buy us some snacks"

"All right", I agree, though I doubt refusing him is an option.

"Thank you. I'll be right back", he flashes a bright smile, giving me a good view of his perfect white teeth, and he steps inside the dango shop. I don't try to use this opportunity to run away because I know how pointless that will end up being. Besides, if I run away, I might lose my change of finding out what happened to my father. Instead, I watch Okita from a distance as he puts on a friendly smile while talking to the store clerk.

I'm somewhat confused by Okita's behavior. Though there's no doubt in my mind that Okita has a playful personality, I don't understand why he's being so nice to me. What he whispered to me last night was terrifying, and he certainly hinted that something bad is going to happen to me for lying, but I can't pick up any signs of that mood anymore. _Maybe he's trying to get me relaxed, that way when he takes me down, it'll be unexpected and painful. _I frown. I can't believe I'm so paranoid around him. _Maybe I'm over exaggerating._ After all, Okita is a soldier. When I met him, he was only doing his job. _Maybe he's not that bad of a person…_

"Well look who it is. I wasn't expecting to see you around here, Chizuru", a girl's voice pulls me out of thought, and I turn around to meet the girl. It takes a lot of effort for me to look at the recognizable girl with a straight face.

"I'm surprised to see you dressed up as girl, after all, people were saying that you were impersonating a boy yesterday", Suzuki Kiyomi tells me with a belligerent smile as she walks toward me with several of her pretty friends. It wasn't like I was dressed up as a boy for fun. I had to dress like that if I was to ride on horseback yesterday.

"Yes, but I'm back to normal now", I say rapidly so I can end our conversation. Kiyomi is perhaps one of the most beautiful girls I have ever met. With strawberry-blonde hair and sea-green eyes, she's a golden girl. Not only that, she's thin but busty in all of the right places. She comes from an extremely wealthy family, and she's whom every man wants to marry. Despite being the same age, I feel like an undeveloped child whenever I see her. The feeling is worse whenever we're actually conversing with each other.

"Yes, but I have to ask why you were dressed like a boy yesterday. Was it because you have no luck with men that you decided to change your interests? If that's the case, you're failing miserably. Can't say that I expected much from a pitiful kid", she laughs at her own rude joke while her entourage follows by example. I roll my eyes and begin to walk away, but I feel a rough tug on my sleeve.

"Though I must say, this is a pretty kimono, though it hardly does any favors for you. Should I make it match with what you really are?", Kiyomi begins to crumple my sleeve with her hand while a split smile takes form on her face. This time I glare at her, and I plan to pry her fingers off of me, but my plan gets interrupted.

"Who are they, Chizuru-chan? Friends of yours?", Okita walks in with two dango sticks in hand. Kiyomi automatically releases my sleeve and takes on an even more beautiful appearance when she smiles at Okita.

"Yes, we've known each other since we were kids", she says the lie gracefully. Though I've known her since I was a child, we're the exact opposite of friends. Since I can remember, Kiyomi all ways found a certain pleasure in teasing me, and more often than not, her jokes have all ways been full of malice. Of course, I never told anyone about this because I didn't want to come across as a snitch. So I would all ways duck my head and ignore her witty comments as best as I could.

"But I didn't know that Chizuru-chan had such a handsome friend", Kiyomi's eyes light up with flirtatious lust as she approaches Okita, who seems unfazed by her whereas any other man would've melted. I want to scream at her. She never uses the honorific "chan" with me._ If only she knew that Okita was threatening to kill me… _But I can't blame her for being attracted to Okita. He really is handsome, and that's just putting it lightly. All of the sudden, I feel inferior standing next to two of the most beautiful people in all of Solis.

"Say, Chizuru-chan, why don't you introduce us?", Kiyomi asks me with insincere politeness while her eyes are still trained on Okita.

"Um…", it's hardly my place to introduce Okita since I've only known him for half a day, and I certainly don't want to listen Kiyomi's demands, but her eyes are demanding.

"This is Okita Souji-san, he's a…", I'm stuck. I really don't know what Okita is to me. I guess he's my rescuer and captivator, but I will meet the edge of Okita's sword if I explain that.

"I guess you could say we're friends", Okita fills in for me with his common half smile while handing me a dango stick.

"It's a pleasure to meet you, Souji-san", Kiyomi rolls her words with her tongue elegantly. _Really. She's calling him by his first name now? _Either Okita doesn't notice, or he doesn't care, he simply regards Kiyomi with a nonchalant expression.

"My name is Suzuki Kiyomi. Are you new around here? I would've certainly remembered a face like yours if I've seen it before", she continues with a charming –even seductive- tone while she waves off her entourage that are called her "friends".

"I've been through these parts of town before, so you must not have a good eye", Okita says the insult nicely with an innocent grin. Kiyomi blinks suddenly, utterly confused. This time I feel a small amount of pity for her. She has no idea how cruel Okita can get.

"Um, we're really busy, we have several errands to run", I try to excuse Okita and I away from Kiyomi, but neither of them budge.

"Oh my, I'm embarrassed", Kiyomi laughs magically while a beautiful blush decorates her face. She then turns her head in my direction and maintains her winning smile, but I can feel her venom radiating from her eyes.

"Chizuru-chan, how do you know Souji-san?", I'm stuck again by her question.

"W-Well…we", I stutter helplessly. _Shit_. I don't normally curse in my head, and never aloud, but this moment is just too aggravating. Before I can think of a proper excuse, Okita puts an arm around me and forcibly pulls me against his chest. My entire body gets hot with embarrassment.

"Ah! Um!", I try to push away, but Okita's arm is secure around me. Kiyomi is just as shocked as I am because her mouth drops open, and her eyes become wide.

"We met last night, and I couldn't keep myself away from her", he says to the confused girl, but his emerald eyes are locked onto mine. _What?!_ I can feel chest constricting inside me. Well, technically, what he said is true. We did meet last night, and somehow I'm all ways stuck with him, but it hasn't been a pleasurable experience all the way through. _Oh God, can we please leave?!_

"W-Wait, so are you two _together_?", Kiyomi asks disbelievingly. I'm ready to bark out "no", but Okita beats me.

"Yes, isn't that right, Chizuru-chan?", his emerald eyes are warm and soft as he looks down at me. If he wasn't holding me right now, I'm sure I would've fallen to the ground because my legs feel like gooey mud. I'm speechless. I don't know what to say anymore. I realize that Okita is putting on an act for Kiyomi, but I'm still flustered by everything he's done so far. Okita senses my hesitation, so he drops his arm off of me. I begin to feel relieved, when suddenly I feel his hand smack my rear gently.

"What the-?!", I gasp, and feel my face becoming ten shades darker than before. _Now I'm being sexually harassed?!_

"W-What was that for?!", I regret asking because I should know by now that Okita will only make me more flustered.

"Oh Chizuru-chan…", his arm encircles around me, and I yelp with surprise.

"You know I love it when you play hard to get", his lips brush against my ear when he says that. I want to slap myself for blushing more. _He's just acting, get a grip_, I remind myself. Still, my thoughts can't control my accelerated heart rate.

"Well then, I should leave you to your…errands", Kiyomi forces a smile, but her eyes are as sharp as daggers. If I ever confront her again without Okita, I'll surely suffer through hell.

"It was nice meeting you too", I catch the sarcasm in Okita's voice. This time, Kiyomi doesn't hide her disgust, but she marches off without taking a second glance at us. Now that she's gone, I force myself away from Okita.

"You didn't have to go that far", I reprimand him. Okita only lifts a brow at me.

"Well I noticed you couldn't handle that girl on your own, so I had to step in before you could screw things up for us", whatever flirtatious energy he had with me is gone. I drop my head at his comment. He's right. What could I have done to escape from that dreadful conversation with Kiyomi?

"Besides, I kinda wanted to step in", Okita adds, and I meet his gaze with a surprised expression. Okita doesn't seem like the kind of person who would step in for others unless ordered to. I don't why he would take a sudden interest in stepping up for me.

"Why?", I ask, curious to know his answer. I see a new expression on his face. Is he angry? Sad? I honestly can't tell.

"I overheard what that girl said to you. Normally I don't get this upset…but she just kinda rubbed me the wrong way", his eyes harden as he explains himself. My face relaxes, and I fall silent. Apparently, Okita takes that as a sign for him to continue.

"Rude kids aren't that appealing to me…", there's a strange edge to his voice –which he doesn't seem to notice- that can be described as melancholy and nostalgia. It's definitely unlike him, even though I haven't known him for long. _I wonder if he has history with "rude kids"…_

"Okita-san…", I murmur under my breath. I guess he finally notices the change in the atmosphere when he suddenly replaces his frown with one of his warm smiles.

"Well, it's all ways nice to stick up for the polite kids, right?", he rubs my head gently and happily takes a bite from his dango stick.

"Mm, these are pretty sweet, you should try it", he suggests while pointing to my dango. I know he's trying to change the subject.

"…Okay", I go along with the sudden mood change and snack on my dango along with Okita as we walk our way to Doctor Matsumoto's house. _Why ask something if you know you won't get an answer?_

* * *

><p><strong>A bit of a shorter chapter, but things will pick up in the next chapter (and yes, you'll see Matsumoto's house in the next chapter). Thank you for reading through this chapter, and I hope you guys stick around to read more. I don't know when the next chapter will be posted, but I'm anxious to start writing it. Please provide your feedback with a review, I would really appreciate that! As always, have an awesome day!<strong>


	6. Chapter 5: Warning Signs

**Hey guys! Just for your information, I usually update stories on weekends (most of the time it's Sunday afternoon, this just happens to be a rare exception), just incase you're wondering. It approximately takes me about two weeks to write a chapter. Anyway, thank you guys for your amazing feedback! It really encourages me to write interesting chapters for you guys each time, so thank you for your continued support! As for the story, this will definitely be a long one, but rest assured, the story isn't even near the halfway point. For now, I think it's safe to assume that my story will reach twenty chapters, and it will most likely exceed that number. Also, this chapter will be long, so brace yourselves! I won't waste more of your time blabbering on, so I'll let you continue reading this story. As always, enjoy!**

* * *

><p>Chapter 5: Warning Signs<p>

After walking around town for some time throughout the busy morning, Okita and I finally reach Dr. Matsumoto's house. Unlike my father, Dr. Matsumoto had set up his own clinic right in his own house. Like my father, he's a busy man. I've only met him a few times before, but he all ways seemed like the kind of man who's passionate about helping others. My father puts a lot of trust in the man; after all, Doctor Matsumoto is the person I have to run to if I ever needed anything. Though the offer has all ways been on the table, I have tried my best in the past to not rely heavily on others. When Doctor Matsumoto sees me, I'm sure he'll be surprised. I haven't spoken to or seen him in years despite living in the same town.

Okita decides to wait by the house gate while I make my way toward the front door. I know it's rude to show up to one's house unannounced; I normally would have taken the time to write and send a letter, but my current circumstance did not provide me that luxury. Once I'm finally standing in front of the door, I suck in a huge gulp of air so I can announce myself. But my introduction dies before the words reach my tongue.

My eyes land on a folded piece of paper that's stuck in between the door. For a second, I think it's only a letter for Doctor Matsumoto, but when I take a closer glance at it, I realize that the note isn't addressed to the doctor. My name is written on the front of it. _A note for me?_ I carefully grab the paper from the door without ripping it apart. I unfold it and begin to read the contents that are meant for me.

_Chizuru,_

_I know this must be strange for me to write a letter to you, given that I haven't seen you in quite some time. But regardless, I'm supposed to be responsible for you if the event occurs that you may need me. I doubt you will ever read this, since I'm sure you will be all right without me, but I must inform you of my current whereabouts. There has recently been a virus outbreak near the southern rim of the South, and unfortunately, there are a lot of cases of ill patients. The matter has become so severe that my assistance is needed in order to prevent the virus from spreading to another town. If you are reading this letter, I am most likely gone. I'm not sure when I'll return, but from what I've informed you of all ready, I won't return home for at least a full month. That said, if you need me while I am gone, I regrettably can't be here to assist you. However, I doubt you will have to worry about this inconvenience because I am aware that your father, Kodou, will be back soon from his trip to the West. But if anything should go astray, please go to the Ueda house. They have close ties with Lord Shimura's men, and if you show them this letter, they will take care of anything you might need. Though they are busy people, they won't be hostile toward you. They are also well known, so please don't be shy about asking for directions if you are lost. I am truthfully sorry for my absence, and I hope that this letter will still be sticking out from my door unread when I return home. Please be careful._

_My sincerest apologies, Matsumoto Ryojun._

I stare at the letter for a long time. The date on it demonstrates that it was written two days ago. In the process of staring, my chest clenches with anxiety.

I really am on my own…

Even the person who I need to see the most right now isn't here. _Doctor Matsumoto just had to leave now of all times._ It's selfish of me to think that, since I know he's busy helping others, but I wonder how things could've been different if he was here right now. I have no idea what will happen now. I'm sure that Okita, as well as Hijikata, has his own questions to ask Doctor Matsumoto. However, it has been made clearly obvious by this letter that Okita won't get his chance anymore. Once again, I find myself wondering what will happen to me.

"What's wrong?", I haven't realized that Okita had stepped next to me until he spoke. I remain silent and simply hand him the letter to answer his question. His face is stoic at first as he reads it, but then his brows knit together, and I know that he finally discovered that Doctor Matsumoto isn't here. His eyes are sharp as he looks at the letter intensely. Like me, he stares at it for a long time; only instead of experiencing utter defeat, he scans the letter again in hot pursuit of any indication that the letter may be false.

But alas, he sighs deeply with frustration.

"Shit just had to get worse, didn't it?", I can't tell if he's talking to me or to himself. After a moment, his eyes meet mine without any sort of a playful glint behind them.

"You're just one tough egg to crack, huh?", by that I know I've become a hindrance to him, and I can't help but feel somewhat guilty. My eyes fall to look at my feet.

"…Well, it can't be helped. We'll just have to figure things out with Hijikata-san", Okita adds. I hardly want to deal with Hijikata again since I know he can strike fear into my heart, and I know that news of Doctor Matsumoto's absence won't put him in a good mood.

"But what about going to the Ueda house, just as Doctor Matsumoto had mentioned?", I bring my gaze up to meet Okita's. I'm not that interested in staying with a family that I don't know, but anything beats staying with group of foreign men that have all ready threatened to kill me. But if I end up staying at the Ueda house, I might lose my chance of finding out what happened to my father. Ironically, I want to stay with the westerners, even if that means I won't get the best hospitality from them.

"Hmm…I'm not sure about letting you stay with them since we don't know if we can trust them or not -even if we have a doctor's consent. Damn…why'd things have to get more complicated?", Okita folds his arms and closes his eyes in deep thought.

"Hijikata-san should've just listened to me when I suggested to kill her…", I barely hear Okita mumble that to himself in a lighthearted tone. My face gets pale, and I forget how to breathe momentarily.

"Y-You mean you're going to…?", I don't even have enough courage to finish my own question. Okita lifts a brow in my direction, and a devilish smirk that I almost detest seeing grows on his face.

"Don't start thinking you're out of the deep water just yet, kid", he chuckles briefly, and I instantly recall my horrifying encounter with him last night. _He's definitely on to me…_

"Anyway, enough chit-chat. Nothing's gonna get done if we just stand here", he proceeds to walk away from the door when all of the sudden, his body stiffens.

"…Okita-san?", I call, but he doesn't answer me. I start to walk up to him, but I stop once I notice he's clutching his throat. From where I stand, I begin to hear his breathing become raspy, and it almost looks like it takes a lot of energy out of him to simply inhale. _What's happening to him? _Suddenly, his knees drop to the ground.

"Okita-san?!", I ask more alert now. I instinctively start to rush to his side, but he swings an arm out in front of me.

"Stay back! I'll be fine", he growls at me. I stop, stunned by the hostility of his outburst. I see sweat accumulate on his now pale face. He says he's fine, but the expression on his face looks pained and parched. It's more like he went on an incredibly long journey through an arid desert without any food or water. I can't figure out what's wrong with him. _Is he sick? Is he dehydrated?_

Not only does he look parched, but he also looks as though he's trying to repress something inside of himself. I hear low groans escape his lips, but I know he's doing his best to silence himself. His eyelids are sealed tight, but for a brief moment they fly open, and I catch a glimpse of his eyes. There's something different about them. They're the same emerald color as all ways, but… I don't really know how to explain it. It sounds absurd in my head, but it feels like I'm seeing madness trying to break free from deep within him, like a furious tiger trying to claw its way out of a tiny birdcage. Oddly, the feeling is recognizable, but I can't identify how or why.

An empty pit forms inside my stomach. I can't stand around and do nothing while I watch what's happening to Okita. _I have to do something…even if Okita doesn't want my help. _

"Please wait here", I tell Okita, and I begin to speed my way past him. I'm about to run out through the gate of Doctor Matsumoto's house and cry for help, but then I instantly feel a strong hand trap my wrist like iron jaws. My eyes find Okita –still crouched on the ground- tugging me back to him roughly. Fear paralyzes my body when I stare at his dark, glaring eyes that can almost pin me down physically.

"I told you…_I'm fine_…", he almost snarls at me in between ragged and labored breaths. _Why is he so stubborn? Does he even care about his own health?_ My fear automatically vanishes, and I'm ready to snap back at him defiantly. Right now I care less if he's the man who's holding me hostage and threatening to kill me. Any right-minded person would've sent for help if they'd seen Okita struggling for air.

"No. You're not _fine_", I glare back at him. I'm not going to step down for trying to do the right thing, even if my actions come back to steal my life away later. I see Okita's eyes blink with sudden surprise at my response, but I'm too enraged by emotion to stop and consider what it'd meant. I gather energy in my detained arm, ready to pull away from Okita's grip with full force –even if I know it won't work against his incompatible strength. But just before I pull back, Okita releases my wrist gently. _What…?_

Without hesitating, Okita springs up from the ground in a fast blur. I expect him to do something I won't particularly like, but he does nothing.

He only grins.

It's that same half-smile that he almost all ways has on. _He's not angry with me?_ What becomes of his heated glare softens into a tranquilizing gaze that has the ability to erase everything horrible about him.

My thoughts leave me. I'm at a complete loss for words. The frustration I had only seconds ago has dissipated.

"Um…", is all I can manage to verbalize.

"Hmm?", Okita waits for me to say something with his casual face. I blink repeatedly while trying to put together what just happened. It's as if the sickness that Okita just experienced never even occurred. He looks so composed that I start to the think about the possibility of me imagining everything I just saw took place. _No, I wasn't imagining things…_

"Okita-san…are you okay?", I ask with a concerned hint in my voice. The grin never leaves Okita's face.

"What do you mean?", he asks back in his normal happy tone. There's still sweat on his face, but other than that he looks completely normal.

"…Weren't you feeling sick a while ago?", I question. Okita snorts a laugh and smiles at me.

"Who? Me? I feel completely fine. I guess I just have a weak stomach for southern food", he assures me in a confident tone, but something in his eyes seems wistful.

"Are you sure? You looked like you were in pain", I press on.

"I told you I'm fine, didn't I? Besides, I haven't eaten southern food in a while, I guess I'm just not used to eating it anymore", he seems convinced that he's right, and his body barely shows any signs of ever being ill. _Maybe he just has mild food poisoning…_ I want to believe that, but… _No, if Okita says he's fine, then I should leave it at that._ It won't do either of us any good if I keep pestering him about something that's minor.

"…Okay", I finally resign. Okita smiles at me once again and pats my shoulder.

"I'm sorry to worry you like that, I didn't mean to sound all that harsh", he says. _Whoa. Where did that come from? _I hardly picture Okita to be the kind of person who apologizes for…well _anything_.

"It's my body, I think I have a pretty good understanding of what goes on with it", his smile fades to glance at me seriously.

"So you gotta learn to trust people when they say they're fine", he doesn't sound like he's scolding me, but rather he's trying to lecture me.

"…You're right", I say softly. How can _I _know what's going on with him? Being the daughter of a highly skilled doctor, I believe that I have some medical training to at least nurse people back to health. Of course, I obviously don't have all the skills that a normal doctor would have, but I can be useful as well. Then again, I can't exactly help Okita if there's nothing really wrong with him. Plus, who else can better tell what's going on with him than he himself? _Maybe I was just over exaggerating…_

"Now, let's get going", Okita gives me a quick smile, and we soon start to make our way back to the magistrate's office.

I feel slightly uneasy. Though I've spent most of my time with Okita more than the other westerners, I hardly know anything about him. He's still a stranger to me. I only know that he's from the west, cunning, and he can kill. I don't know what to anticipate from him. One moment he can be teasing me, and the next he's threatening me. I try not to overthink anything about him since as fate would have it, we'll probably never see each other again in the future once I've found my father.

As we walk, Okita gazes down at me.

"That kimono really does suit you well", he complements me, and I feel like a fool for blushing.

"U-Um, thank you. It was Nagakura-san who bought it for me…", I try to change the topic smoothly. Okita's grin drops as he curves a brow up.

"Is that what you were told? Well, I guess Shinpachi-san wants to take the credit for everything…", his words surprise me. Naturally, I have to ask him to clarify.

"What do you mean by that?"

"Shinpachi-san was getting on my ass earlier about ditching him with that horse from last night. So he made me pick out and buy that kimono in order to pay him back", Okita says. I can feel my eyes widening at the revelation.

"So you were the one who…", I don't even have to finish my sentence. For some reason that I don't know why, when Okita had said that he bought the kimono for me, my heart fluttered.

"When I first saw you this morning, I recognized you immediately once I saw you wearing that kimono. I was waiting for you to thank me, but I guess you all ready thanked someone else for it…", Okita's eyes soften, and his lips thin into a straight line. I feel like I'm staring at a lost puppy. _Did I upset him?_

"Oh! Uh, thank you!", I immediately stop and bow in front of him. I end up staring at the dirt ground with shame and embarrassment. The only person I thanked for the kimono was Saito, and I didn't even remember to thank Nagakura. After a moment, I hear Okita sigh heavily.

"Wow, you're _really _gullible…", he half-mumbles to himself, but he sounds amazed or bewildered. I stand straight and almost scowl at him.

"That's not a really nice thing to say out loud…", I scold him softly without trying to anger him. He blinks, and his jaw loosens slightly. The next second he's laughing, and I'm utterly puzzled.

"…Oh man…you really are interesting", he says in between amused laughs. I'm still lost.

"I can't wait to see _all_ of your reactions", he adds with a wolfish grin. _There's that grin again…_

"Um…why do you say that?", I ask. I see his expression return to one of his scarier faces; a devilish grin and darkening eyes.

"Oh, I think you all ready know the answer to that", he says slyly. That's right. I shouldn't even forget for an instant that he knows I lied to him and the others. Whatever cheerful atmosphere there was a moment ago has fled the scene. I can now guess that he's referring to seeing my reactions when he uncovers my secret out loud. Sure, it'll be fun for him to see, but it's the exact opposite on my end.

We say nothing to one another as we stand in the middle of the street. People pass us, and life resumes around us. But between Okita and I, it feels like were trapped in a cloud of chaos –or at least _I'm_ trapped. The silence between us is maddening. _He's planning to confront me now, isn't he?_ Truth be told, –despite my nerves- I'm ready to confront him too. It's agonizing to be near him this long without mentioning anything from last night. If I'm going to be punished anyway, I might as well get this over with now.

Without talking, I grab Okita's sleeve and begin to lead him away from the busy street. He doesn't say anything either, but I don't even have to look at him to know that he's still grinning. Determination spreads throughout my entire being like a forest fire. I can't back down now, so I might as well confront Okita with a confident face. Eventually, I finally bring him into a small alley that's far away from any other kind of social interaction. I let go of his sleeve and turn to face him squarely.

"I must say, I didn't take you for this kind of girl", he practically purrs at me.

"I-I just want to talk to you, that's all", I try to keep myself controlled, but my pink cheeks betray me.

"Is that so? How cute of you", his lips pull back into a mischievous grin, and I force myself to not give in to my temptation of patting my hot cheeks down. _No, now's not the time to get flustered. _With that in mind, I intake a large amount of air to begin.

"Last night…you thought I lied…", I say in a steady voice, but my heart is louder than a thunderstorm.

"Ah, so you're deciding to be brave about this. You sure got some nerve, kid", he says, and for a moment I think I see a tiny flicker of respect in his eyes.

"…But you're wrong about one thing. I didn't think you lied. I _know_ you did", he corrects me. Immediately, I can feel the tables being turned against me. Nevertheless, I can't bow out now.

"…And how do you know that?", I ask. I scold myself in my head when I feel nervous sweat droplets trailing down my back slowly.

"Do you really need to ask that?", he smiles at me, and I have to consider his words. He _did _see me in the forest unscratched, despite all of the blood on me. Yes, that was a red flag for him, but still… _Was that really enough for him to see right through me? Does he really know what my secret is?_

"Okay, then what did I lie about?", I question daringly –or at least try to.

"All right, I'll get right to the point then. There's something…_different_ about you", his smile fades so he can gaze at me more seriously. He stops and double checks to see if we really are alone in the alley. Whatever he's about to say is definitely something that mustn't be heard by anyone else except for me.

"…Those guys who attacked you last night weren't just crazy people playing around with swords. They're sorta powerful, I guess –that is if you don't know shit on how to defend yourself properly. There's no way any normal kid could've faced them and lived to tell the tale without a scratch", he continues. Whether he knows it or not, he's rapidly coming closer to figuring me out.

"Not only was it weird finding you alive last night, but you didn't even have a small fresh cut on you. Not to mention that you had way too much blood on you as well. Sure, some of it could've been from those rogues when I had cut 'em down, but that couldn't even begin to cover an inch", as he speaks, the confidence that I had earlier abandons me.

"And when you said that you escaped from a burning building –_twice_, there's no doubt in my mind that something's strange about you. You can guess where I'm going with this, right?", he adds. I nod my head solemnly. He stays silent to let me say something, but my subconscious can't even come up with the words to speak.

"…Are you going to tell everyone else?", I ask cautiously without thinking the question through. Okita grins. _Oh no…_

"No", he says it casually that I anticipate he's wanting me to get false hopes. _He has to be lying to tease me._

"Please don't tease me. Are you going to tell-?", I try to repeat my question, but Okita cuts me off.

"Seriously, I said no", disbelief clouds my mind when he repeats his answer.

"Why…?", I say skeptically.

"I don't think you're a threat to us, so there's no point in telling everyone else about your…condition. So long as you swear to keep it under wraps", his words make my heart soar with glee.

"I swear I won't tell anyone!", I say hastily while relief boosts my energy. Okita laughs at me, to the point where he has to hold his abdomen in place.

"Slow down there, Chizuru-chan. I may agree to keep my mouth shut, but that doesn't mean I'm gonna take my eyes off of you. You've gotten yourself into some deep shit, remember?", he warns me nicely.

"…Right", I say. Even though I'm overjoyed, I still don't know why Okita –of all people- is agreeing to not say anything about my slip last night.

"Um… You're not going to ask me what's wrong with me?", I choose my words carefully.

"It's none of business. As far as I'm concerned, I'm only supposed to keep watch over you. That's all", Okita says nonchalantly. I'm actually relieved that he's not going to interrogate me about my secret.

"But remember, if you tell anyone about this, I'll kill you", he threatens with his cruel grin.

Despite my change in luck, I can't get my hopes up so suddenly. I'm still going to be under the westerners' watch until they find my father and clear the situation up with him. And as Okita had explained, I'm not supposed to tell anyone –including the other soldiers- of my secret. That means staying out of trouble, especially sharp objects. I still have to keep quiet about what I'd seen yesterday as well. I'm not exactly sure what's going on with this whole entire deal about the masked men, but a part of me doesn't want to search for that gruesome truth either. I just want to find my father and have my normal live back.

At least I'll be okay around Okita, as long as I keep my end of the bargain. I'm kind of surprised that he let me off so easily. Well, not exactly "let off"; he's still going to keep a watchful eye on me. Still, it amazes me that I've settled things with Okita without any sort of compensation on my end. I wonder why he did that. It's also strange how he emphasized my mistake of lying last night, but now he's agreeing to keeping my secret safe -for now at least. _Oh well, it's not like it matters anyway._ I should be grateful that Okita has given me a second chance.

After my "discussion" with Okita, we finally approach the magistrate's office. We're about to walk around to the back of the compound, when I suddenly see Nagakura running straight toward us.

"Hold on there, Souji!", he shouts to get Okita's attention. Okita's green eyes lazily find Nagakura.

"Oh, it's you. What do you want?", he says carelessly to Nagakura, who is now standing right in front of us.

"Nice to see you too, princess", Nagakura snarls sarcastically; however, Okita seems less than unfazed.

"Quit beating around the bush. What do want with me?"

"We still haven't dealt with that fuckin' horse from last night, and you owe me more than just one drink later on. So move your ass and help me out", Nagakura gnarls harshly.

"Now, now, Shinpachi-san. There's no need to get all sassy like Hijikata-san", Okita puts a friendly hand on the other man's shoulder. _Why does he like to tease Hijikata?_

"You bastard, don't try to coax your way out of this. You're still helping me out with that horse", Nagakura says. Finally, Okita sighs.

"Fine. Let's just deal with this quickly", he begins to walk toward another building –which I assume it must be a stable- that's close to the magistrate's office. Nagakura finally makes eye contact with me.

"Chizuru-chan, you can come too, if you want", he offers with a beaming smile that doesn't match his earlier mood. I don't really want to return to my room and do nothing, so I nod my head excitedly and follow Nagakura and Okita to the stable.

As I walk with the other men, I recall that Nagakura mentioned that the horse he had to deal with was a hassle. Though I haven't seen Nagakura in battle, it only takes one look at his muscular body to know that he can do serious damage. It baffles me how one strong soldier could easily be overcome by just one loose horse. Curiosity peaks my interest, so I'm more than inclined to pay this famous horse a visit.

My mind naturally wanders to Chibi. I wonder if he's still alive. Despite helping him escape from the burning barn, the woods can be just as dangerous to a panicked horse. There have been several wolf sightings that have been recorded in the South, and I'm sure that a pack of hungry canines would attempt to hunt down a lone horse. _I hope he's still alive…_ My heart begins to twist in place for my horse. I don't think I could ever overcome Chibi's death if it were to happen.

Okita, Nagakura, and I finally reach the stable. A few horse heads appear out from their stalls to regard us momentarily. All of them seem calm and normal, and Okita seems to make the same observation.

"You better not be over exaggerating, Shinpachi-san. I don't see a crazy horse anywhere", Okita does his best not to laugh.

"Well you wouldn't know how insane this horse gets 'cause you didn't have to put up with it last night", Nagakura retorts.

"He's all the way in back", Nagakura then begins to lead Okita to the last stall. I stay put far away so I don't get in the way of the "crazy" horse. As soon as Nagakura steps in front of the gate, loud kicking noises begin to roughly slam against the gate.

"See what I mean?", I hear Nagakura say to Okita.

"Looks like we gotta get a little rough with this one", Okita says. Both men prepare themselves in front of the gate. I notice until now that Nagakura has a rope in his hands, which I assume will be used to restrain the horse. Okita carefully puts a hand on the lock of the gate. After a moment, both men give each other a firm nod, then Okita slides the lock open.

The moment the gate is loose, a dapple-grey horse barges through with almost blinding speed, almost knocking both men to the ground. The horse made it look like the gate was made out of feathers. Whatever drives him, the horse utilizes that energy to kick in all directions with his powerful haunches. It immediately becomes impossible for Nagakura to get the rope around the horse's neck.

"Shit! He's not gonna stand still!", Nagakura yells. Ears pinned sharply back, the horse hollers angry sounds, and before I can comprehend what's happening, I see the horse charge past Nagakura and Okita. Then I see the horse running at full speed straight toward me.

"Chizuru-chan! Watch out!", I hear Okita scream at me. I should listen to him, but I don't. I stay in place and extend my arms open.

"Stop!", I yell at the wild horse that I know all too well, and he does just that. The horse had halted right in front of me, and I can feel his heavy breathing on my face. To be honest, I'm just as overwhelmed as he is.

"You wouldn't run over me, right?", I say lightheartedly to the horse. The horse's ears perk up and listen to every word I say. In less than a second, the horse cheers loudly before lowering his head next to mine and licking my face. My hands stroke his forehead and pink nose happily.

"I knew you would recognize me, Chibi!", I praise while I feel my whole body being consumed my mirth. I thought I would never see Chibi again. Being reunited with my horse brings back my hope that not everything in my life has crumbled away.

"_Chibi?!_ You know this horse?", Nagakura asks me disbelievingly. He's trying to approach me cautiously without getting attacked by Chibi.

"Yes, he's my horse. You can come closer, he won't hurt you", I tell Nagakura.

"That shit-crazy animal is yours?", Nagakura is still in shock. Okita nears me with an amused grin and fascinated eyes.

"…That actually explains a lot", he says, and I lift a brow at his direction.

"How so?", I ask him. Okita's eyes land on Chibi.

"Shinpachi-san and I were looking for your old man's place in the forest, then he showed up all panicky and wild", Okita motions at Chibi as he talks to me.

"Yeah, and that's when you decided to ditch me", Nagakura adds while stepping closer to us.

"I didn't ditch you because I wanted to", Okita says to Nagakura before facing me again.

"Anyway, I was able to track down where your horse came from, and that's how I found you", Okita continues with a smile. Apparently after I had helped Chibi escape from the burning barn, he had darted into the woods, and along the way he encountered Okita and Nagakura.

"If it weren't for Chibi here, I would've never saved your life, and you would've dead by now", he states. My wide eyes find Chibi again. The only reason I'm alive right now is because he ran into Okita and Nagakura in the woods. If that would've never happened, I don't even want to think about what those masked men would've done to me. What Chibi did to save my life is nothing short of a miracle.

"Whoa, so are you saying that this horse saved Chizuru-chan's life?", Nagakura is just as surprised as I am.

"I guess you could look at it that way", Okita says.

"Wow, this horse must really love you", Nagakura says to me with a cheery smile.

"You're right", I smile back and plant a thankful kiss on the bridge of Chibi's nose.

"So the horse gets a kiss and I don't, even though I saved you too? You can be pretty heartless, Chizuru-chan", I can feel my face turning into a hot scarlet mess when I hear Okita say that to me.

"I-I hardly know you!", I say hastily. Once again, Okita laughs at me, and this time Nagakura joins him.

"Oh Chizuru-chan", Nagakura throws a big arm around my shoulder.

"One thing you gotta learn about Souji is that you can't take everything he says seriously", he says before he breaks into another fit of laughter.

"You guys…", I start to whine, but I only make the men resign into more laughter that I'm embarrassingly not a part of.

Though I won't ever see the end of Okita's teasing, I at least have Chibi with me. It's relieving that a piece from home is still alive. For once, my situation is starting to look bright. Okita will keep my secret, I have Chibi, and soon we'll find my father. Or at least that's what I hope will happen…

The rest of day, I'm imprisoned in my room. Saito came by with all of my meals and explained to me that I'm not allowed to walk around the magistrate's office without someone watching over me. If I were to stroll around the compound carelessly, southern soldiers might question my reason for being here, and that of course involves telling them the truth, which is forbidden in my case. Though solitary isn't something I'll ever grow used to, I have to abide by the westerners' demands if they're to help me later on.

Throughout the day, Hijikata has been in regular meetings with their supervisors. As it turns out, foreigners aren't exactly welcome unless they have a valid reason for being here. Though the westerners say they're looking for my father, the southerners on the other hand claim that they can take over the search for my father. However, Hijikata has strict orders from the West to retrieve my father. Eventually, both sides of the argument agreed to let the westerners stay and search for my father; however, they are only permitted to stay in the South for one more week.

Later that night, I hear that Okita went out alone to collect more information on my father. I shouldn't worry about him, but I can't forget what happened earlier this morning. He looked very dehydrated, and he should've stayed to recover, but that never happened. Maybe he felt like he needed fresh air. Despite the hot spring days, the South can get cool at night, but they can also be refreshing. Still, it's odd that he went alone, and I'm sure he won't find new information throughout the night that he wouldn't be able to find during the day. _Stop it. He's a grown man, he can take care of himself._ My thoughts tell me not to worry, but I've grown more on edge ever since the events of the night before. I finally sigh. Worrying about anything won't get me anywhere. I decide it's best for me to get some sleep instead…

A week passes by like years. The sakura trees have lost all of their soft pink petals, and there's still no sign of my father. Every passing day I grow more and more depressed. I've been stuck in my room most of the time, and I only leave when someone accompanies me to help take care of Chibi. I wasn't even allowed to help look for my father throughout the town. Okita had to tell Hijikata about our run-in with Kiyomi, and from that, Hijikata decided it was best for me to not go out at all. If people who recognized me started to ask questions about the new group of men I was spending more time with, it would raise more suspicion.

Solitary is proving to be harmful to my mental strength. My thoughts are darker, and my fears expand. Sometimes Nagakura feels sorry for me, so he'll come to my room and join me for meals. Hijikata and Saito visit me from time to time and try to inform me of my father's whereabouts. As for Okita, well…he never changes.

At last, it's the final night for these westerners. Saito fetches me from my room and leads me to one of the common rooms near the back of the compound. I know they're about to tell me something important because all of the westerners are present, and everyone has a serious gaze fixated on me. Once I take my spot on the floor, Hijikata begins to speak.

"As you know all ready, tomorrow we're going back to the West", he says flatly. I nod my head and remain silent.

"The southerners will keep searching for Kodou-san around the area, as for you…", he falls silent to take in my expression before he continues.

"I'm not going to allow you stay with the Ueda family. You know way too much about that shit from a week ago, and there's no way in hell I'll let you run free with the chance that you might let your tongue wag too much", his gaze hardens. I know killing me isn't an option for these men, but neither is letting me go an alternative. However, there's another sinkhole because none of these westerners can stay in the South to watch over me.

"I know this is going to sound demanding, but there's no other way around it. You're going to have to come with us", though I was half-expecting it, I still can't take Hijikata's statement with a straight face.

"…So what am I going to do in the West?", I ask.

"Nothing. It'll be the exact same thing there. You'll get a room, and you're gonna stay in it", Hijikata answers me bluntly. I can't help but frown. _That means I'll stay alone in my room again…_ The thought almost brings tears to my eyes. The idea of solitary isn't the only thing that's keeping me down. I'll be leaving my home. I've never even come close to stepping an inch away from the South. My trip won't simply be to another town, but to a completely different country I hardly know anything about.

"What about Chibi? Is he coming with me?", I suddenly remember to ask.

"Sadly yes…", I hear Nagakura grumble.

"Oh come on, Shinpachi-san. See this as an opportunity to bond with that horse. I'm sure you'll end up getting along", Okita says with devilish grin and teasing eyes. Nagakura had spent some time with me taking care of Chibi, and for some unexplainable reason, Chibi doesn't seem to enjoy Nagakura's presence, and vice versa.

"Don't think you're getting off so easy, Souji-", Nagakura starts to protest, but Okita cuts him off.

"Just remember that I don't owe you anything anymore", he says with a victorious smirk.

"You bastard-!", Nagakura begins, but Hijikata is quick to interfere.

"Shut it. You sound like a bunch of whiny brats", he shoots a quick menacing glare to the other men.

"…Are you still going to search for my father?", I take the opportunity to get back on subject.

"Yeah, but we'll be looking from our end in the West", Hijikata answers.

"Doctor Yukimura had disappeared in the West, so there's still a possibility that we might find him there", Saito comments to me in an assuring tone. I nod slowly in understanding, but it's hard to put my emotions together. I'm nervous to be traveling to the West with men I've only known for a week, and I'm anxious about leaving my home. But another part of me wants to go the West. There's still a chance that my father is alive, and I can continue my search there.

"So it's settled then. We'll leave early tomorrow morning-", Hijikata gets interrupted by the loud sounds of running footsteps moving past the room from outside.

"Hey! Move your asses! We have work to do!", I hear a man shout. Suddenly, everyone's attention is focused on the commotion outside. More footsteps are heard.

"What the hell is going on?!", another man asks in an alarmed tone.

"There's a dead body outside!", someone else answers. In unison, everyone's eyes go wide and knowing looks are exchanged after hearing that. Then Hijikata jumps from the floor and slides the door open quickly. I now get a view of southern soldiers running in hallways of the magistrate's office while several commands are being shouted.

"Let's go!", Hijikata directs his comrades before he storms out of the room. In no time, Saito and Nagakura follow their leader, and Okita is ready to do the same, but he catches my uncertain look.

"Can't leave you behind, so you might as well tag along", he says.

"Okay", I get up with him, and we both run out the door.

The halls are crowded with southern soldiers, but everyone is running, so Okita and I make it out of the compound quickly. We follow the soldiers' trail, but we don't end up running for long. It's dark outside, but several torches have been lit, giving me a good view of my surroundings. I know we're standing close to a shrine for the Unknown that resides in between the magistrate's office and the town. I look around and notice that civilians have also gathered outside as well. From where I stand, I hear horrified screams and gasps. An uncomfortable shiver runs through my entire body. Okita and I can't get a view of the body since more and more people have started to crowd around the shrine's entrance like vultures. It feels like the whole town has gathered. I do see southern soldiers trying to back the townspeople away at a good distance from the entrance. Feeling the need to know what's going on, I turn to a man that happens to be standing close to me.

"…Excuse me, sir, but what just happened?", I inquire shyly. The man looks down at me with a grim expression.

"Some lunatic decided to hurt a poor girl from around here. That son of a bitch killed her and left her corpse here", he does his best to keep his voice from rising, but anger and detest are projected by his small hard eyes. I nod solemnly while swallowing hard.

"I'm gonna go check these things out, so just close your eyes if you see something scary", Okita gives me an attempt of a weak smile, but the severity of the issue has drained his optimism, which makes me all the more frightened.

"…All right", is all I say, and I follow closely behind Okita as we make our way through the crowd toward the shrine. The closer we get, the more terrifying the scene becomes. The area reeks of corruption. Scowls turn into grimaces. Women begin to weep while hatred burns in the eyes of angry men. Whatever I'm about to see is for sure disparate among all cruel and ghastly atrocities.

Closer now, I catch a glimpse of a small roof the shrine's torii. I walk on my tiptoes to see if I can find the others. Eventually I find Hijikata, Saito, and Nagakura standing together from a distance. Hijikata's frigid amethyst eyes meet with Okita briefly. They exchange a look that means the situation isn't bad; it's unspeakable.

Nonetheless, Okita and I continue walking.

We take a few more steps.

Okita then stops in front of me abruptly, and I almost smack my face onto his back. I step to the side to glance at his face. His jaw drops slightly before it clenches tightly. His green eyes are lit up like a burning flare. That's something I haven't seen in his eyes before; however, it's not hard to distinguish what he's feeling. Pure rage threatens to escape past his lips. I begin to turn my head toward the direction of his straightforward glare, but he stops me.

"You shouldn't look", he warns me, but the edge on his voice is almost…remorseful. Now I'm beyond worried. However, I get the feeling that the sight ahead of me is something that I mustn't run away from.

"I…I have to see this", I insist seriously while expecting Okita to just drag me away, but he only nods and braces for my reaction. I fist my hands at my side and hold my breath as I step in front of Okita to get a better view of the torii.

I was expecting to see something chilling to the bone, but what I see is more daunting than one sees in nightmares. I would've never imagined it before. But the sight is forever imprinted in my mind. In the back of my head, I begin to wish that I'd listened to Okita.

A strong rope that's tied to the torri is wrapped around a girl's almost disfigured neck like a snake. Besides the girl being lynched, she has deep cuts penetrating her skin throughout her entire body, and blood trickles down from her wounds to drip onto the crimson pool beneath her. Her beautiful kimono is now torn to shreds, and it doesn't even do justice of covering the girl's most sacred areas. Despite the inconceivable sight, there's more that manages to stagger and scar my soul. My body becomes colder than ice.

I know the girl.

Though she's hardly recognizable now, I only have to look at her hair to know who she is. Her once beautifully assorted strawberry-blonde hair is now loose and disheveled. I can swear that my heart stopped beating. But I can't manage to look away despite my thoughts screaming at me to run away.

I observe one more detail that almost drives me to the brink of insanity.

Written in blood across Kiyomi's chest, the text whispers to me in a soft voice before the image of an emotionless white mask is conveyed in my mind.

"All will be revealed"

My gaze blurs, and I start to see tiny black dots spread and expand. Darkness consumes me. I begin to feel myself falling backwards, and I expect to land roughly on my head and back. But the crash never comes. I only feel strong arms catch my fragile body and pull me closer into warm and strong embrace. Everything else that happens next is forgotten as I slip away from reality…

* * *

><p><strong>I hope that you guys enjoyed this long chapter! Please forgive me if there are any errors I might have missed. Please leave a review for this chapter, I would highly appreciate it! So, what's going on with Okita in this chapter? I'll give you a hint, it's not tuberculosis. Also, feel free to share your predictions and speculations! Also (and this is a <strong>**little off topic), I haven't been able write my other story, _Hakuouki: The Will to Live_, because my saved writing is on my old laptop, and I still haven't had the time to transfer those files to my new one. However, I will soon be doing what I can to continue that story, so I'm very sorry for this unexpected hiatus. Other than that, thank you for reading this chapter, and I can't wait to write more for you guys soon! As always, have an awesome day!**


	7. Chapter 6: The West

**Why can't it be May all ready? I'm ready for my two major classes to end, that way I can have more time to write. On another note, I've also made a tumblr account (hakuoukiandmocha11), and I'm still learning how to use it, so advice would be nice. Anyway, I haven't taken all of my time to revise this since I've been having very painful stomach cramps, and they practically ruined my prom night, so please bear with me. As always, enjoy!**

* * *

><p>Chapter 6: The West<p>

My eyes flutter open, and it takes me a while to clear my hazy vision. I instantly recognize the ceiling of my room, but then I quickly notice a man staring down at me. His beautiful emerald eyes study me intently.

It's Okita.

He gives me a small smile that causes my heart beat to falter in rhythm. _I must be dreaming…_ The thought conjures my own smile. _I might as well relish this dream…_

It still astounds me sometimes how Okita's features look so gentle and kind, like his physique alone can be enough to tell anyone what a humble and optimistic man he is. His looks are so deceiving that the image I saw of him in the forest with his bloodstained sword seems like something I could've seen from a nightmare. _If only he were always nice…_

"It's about time you wake up, sleepyhead", he greets in his normal lighthearted voice, but his tone has a precautious edge to it. My eyes widen after I zap out of my reverie, realizing that I'm in fact _not_ dreaming.

"Hmm…?", I groan as I try to pinpoint what happened to me while at the same time trying to seem unfazed by Okita. I just hope that he doesn't think too much about my zany smile that I gave him. He doesn't tease me any further –which is surprising and relieving to me-, but his eyes are soft and repentant –something that's definitely unlike him. _Oh no, what's wrong…?_

After a brief moment of just staring at Okita's eyes in silence, I start to recall the hidden fragments from earlier tonight. _I passed out…and Okita must have caught me and carried me back to my room._

I'm about to thank him for what he did, but then I find out that we're not alone. On the other side next to my futon, Hijikata has his frigid gaze locked onto me. His stern eyes trigger memories that I'd rather forget.

…Kiyomi is dead. And to make matters worse, she was brutally murdered. The memory of her corpse almost causes me to throw up. Seeing her dead was unlike watching Okita kill the two masked men in the forest. I knew Kiyomi, and though we weren't friends, her dead body still has an irrevocable impact on me. A part of me feels dense, and even sad, but I can see that now isn't the time for my startled reactions.

"Time to start talking, kid", Hijikata hisses at me coldly. Now I feel like I'm trapped within a nightmare instead of a sweet dream. With all of my mental resistance, I restrain myself from whimpering. I sit up from bed and fix Hijikata a waiting look.

"Souji said that the deceased girl was the one that both of you bumped into last week. Now don't bullshit me anymore. Who exactly is Suzuki Kiyomi?", he clarifies for me harshly. His eyes are just as frightening as Okita's dark, glaring ones. However, I know that Hijikata isn't the type who toys with his victims. He's as merciless as death. My heart rises to my throat as I stare at his piercing eyes.

"Sh-She is- _was_ a girl I knew ever since I was child…", I start out nervously while doing my best to mask all of my inner screaming.

"From what I saw, it didn't look like you girls got along with each other all that much", Okita comments. Hijikata nods in agreement while still holding me in place with his eyes alone.

"We did some digging about this Kiyomi girl, and everyone pretty much said that no one from around here would've tried to kill her. She was envied, but neither did she suffer from any threats. _You_, on the other hand, had some unresolved issues with her. Gotta ask if those issues are now _dealt_ with…", I catch Hijikata's underlying message. _He thinks I'm involved with Kiyomi's death. _A cold shiver runs up my spine at the thought. Now I realize that I have difficulty swallowing; nonetheless, I manage what I can before I speak.

"…I was never close with Kiyomi-chan. She did things to me that I particularly didn't enjoy, but…I never hated her. I never would've done anything to hurt her, I just ignored her most of the time", I testify my honest feelings.

"Then are you trying to say that her death was just a coincidence? Sorry, but I find that kinda hard to believe", Okita says with a mocking chuckle, but his eyes are still...regretful.

"Souji has a point. There have been many 'coincidences' lately, and most of them involve your ass. Care to explain before I throw you out?", Hijikata threatens me coldly, which in turn causes my throat to dry up. If I don't answer him, I'm dead. If I don't give him the correct response, I'm dead. Suddenly I realize the cold truth that these westerners have enough reasons to kill me.

"I…I don't really know what's going on myself… But I didn't do anything to Kiyomi-chan, I just…don't know how to prove that…", I say with a shaky voice I can't control. Their argument makes sense. All of the events that had happened are somehow revolved around me. The rumored masked men attacked me on the same night I discovered my father was missing, and the same night that I learned these westerners were looking for my father as well. And a week after I had my unpleasant encounter with Kiyomi, she was found dead, and her corpse was conveniently close to the magistrate's office. The situation isn't looking good for me. Okita notices I fall silent, so he utilizes this opportunity to speak up.

"But…there are several things I can't sort out. I mean, Chizuru-chan has been with us for the entire night, plus she's been cooped up in her room all week. There's no way she could've sneaked out in the first place", I'm surprised that Okita's trying to defend me, or at least he's open minded about understanding my side of the story. Still, whether he cares or not, he's helping me tremendously. My wide gaze stares at him with awestruck wonder.

"True… And I don't think she's capable of killing anyone. But we can't ignore the possibility that she can have connections to someone who would get his hands dirty", Hijikata rebuts to Okita while giving me a quick preview of his terrifying glare.

"That's highly unlikely…", Okita trials off into silence. His hard eyes focus on the floor attentively as he brings up a hand to stroke his chin. Somehow I find it odd that he hasn't threatened to kill me, and it's even stranger that he's actually trying to help me out.

"…You think it could've been _them_?", he asks Hijikata without shifting his gaze from the floor.

"Maybe…but there's no direct proof", Hijikata furrows his brows with pensiveness.

"…But it wouldn't surprise me if it's _them_. They've been causing all sorts of mayhem and fucking everything up, especially around _her_…", his violet eyes slide to mine. It doesn't take me long to put together the unclear parts of their conversation.

The masked men.

_Who else could it had been?_

"We should still consider having a wide range of suspects, though…", it doesn't sound like Hijikata's suggesting it, but rather commanding it. Nonetheless, I ignore him since I'm so lost in thought. However, his words cause my mind to reel, and before I can filter what I say, I speak up.

"No, it was _them_", I say confidently without realizing it until two pairs of wide eyes find me.

"How can _you_ be so sure?", Hijikata asks suspiciously to me while his eyes narrow further.

"Um…", I've now put myself in a tighter position that's impossible to escape from unless I answer him. I can feel my stomach tying into more than just one knot. Both Hijikata and Okita wait for my reply expectantly. _Just tell them the truth. Besides, there's no other way around it._ Before I begin, I fist my hands to keep them from shaking.

"…When the first masked man came up to me, he told me _exactly_ what was written on Kiyomi-chan's body…", I say steadily.

"…_All will be revealed_…", Okita recalls solemnly without meeting anyone's eyes.

"That could be evidence that connects with the masked men, but as far the public knows, they're still just rumors told by someone who'd almost passed out drunk... And what if some crazy kid decided to use those scary rumors to his advantage and killed the girl himself?", Hijikata speculates out loud.

"You mean like an imposter posing as one of the masked men? I doubt it, but it's still possible", Okita entertains Hijikata's question.

"However, if it really was one of the masked men behind all of this, then it only enforces the idea that they're after you", Hijikata says to me. It takes me a while to process his words in my head.

"…Why? What could they possibly want from me?", I almost moan the question.

"Perhaps you're worth something to them because you're Kodou-san's daughter…", Okita says.

"Could be. It could also explain why he's been missing, but that idea is a bit of a stretch", Hijikata adds. Before his statement can be elaborated on, the door slides open, and Saito and Nagakura step in.

"Ugh… Seems like we'll never leave this place", Nagakura groans as he takes a seat next to Okita, and Saito takes a spot next to Hijikata.

"You find anything?", Hijikata asks.

"As to who could've killed the girl, no one really knows, but people here are starting to panic", Nagakura says.

"Apparently this isn't the first murder in the South in a while. Six other people had died before we had arrived, but all within the time frame of Doctor Yukimura's absence", Saito adds. Of course, how did I forget? The reason why I'd been scared to travel at night was because I feared that I could've run into the killer of those six innocent people. Murder is rare thing in the South, so news about six individuals being slaughtered in just less than two weeks had spawned fear in everyone. Kiyomi's death is likely to have an even more frightening effect.

"I did a quick run through of those victims to see if they were connected in any way. They had all been killed at night, and their corpses were found the next morning. Their records report having more than just one fatal cut, and that the ultimate cause of death was blood loss. However, all of the bodies barely had a drop of blood left", Saito continues.

"So what happened to all of that blood? Did it just decide to fly away?", Hijikata asks sarcastically, but there isn't any sort of humor in his voice. Saito shakes his head side to side before speaking again.

"Aside from that, these victims were also important citizens to the southern community. They range from historians, politicians, soldiers…and one monk as well", Saito adds coolly.

"Whoever this prick is that killed all of those people sure had the balls to mess with the wrong kind of crowds. He's a real son of bitch for killing that poor old monk too", Nagakura doesn't bother to hide his distaste.

"Do you think those murders could be related to the girl's death, Hijikata-san?", Souji asks.

"I'm not sure… But for argument's sake, lets say it was the masked men that killed everyone. Why would they target all of those important men and decide to switch to some rich girl?", Hijikata says.

"…Dammit, none of this makes any sense", Nagakura grunts. Frankly, I agree with his statement. No one can seem to find the chain that connects everything together –if there even_ is_ a chain to look for.

"…Well, it's not like it matters all that much to us, for now at least", Okita says casually.

"You didn't have to say it like that, but yes. This case is now under the jurisdiction of the South. And _we _still have to get our asses out of here by tomorrow", Hijikata adds. It's only now that I realize I've been sitting on my futon silently and dumbfounded by everything. After all that's happened, I get the feeling that the westerners' course of action has changed, and I'm part of that plan. Feeling the need to say something, I gather some air.

"Um… What about me?", I ask shyly.

"Well after tonight, we're dragging you out of this town with us. Come Hell or high water", Hijikata says with a cold steely edge. Not knowing what else to do, I nod my head and train my eyes on my hands. _At least they won't hurt me…_

"Don't worry, Chizuru-chan. We'll take care of everything. All you need to do is get some good night sleep for tomorrow. After all, we're gonna be traveling for a while as soon as we wake up", Nagakura says to me with contagious optimism.

"Right", I smile at him, and soon all of the men begin to depart from my room. Just as Okita is about to leave, Hijikata puts a firm hand on his shoulder.

"Souji, where do you think you're going?", the raven-haired man asks firmly to Okita.

"To my room. Where else?", Okita japes back.

"No. You're going to stay here", Hijikata snaps lowly. Both Okita and me give him puzzled expressions.

"Why? Is it really necessary to babysit someone who isn't guilty of murder?", Okita questions in a tone that has the slightest hint of annoyance to it.

"That's not why I want you here. Even if it's just for one night, we don't know if someone would try to attack her. She definitely won't be useful to us dead", Hijikata explains stoically.

"If you're so worried about her, then why don't _you_ stay here? It's not fair trying to pin this down on me", Okita retorts with a victorious smirk.

"I'm not the one who stuck up for her. Besides, I still want to get as much information as possible before we leave. I'll have Yamazaki and Shimada deal with the rest later when we get back", Hijikata stays composed. Too exasperated to argue any further, Okita rubs the side of his temple.

"You can be such an asshole, Hijikata-san…", Okita exhales deeply while thinning his lips. Now I feel like a pile of worthless driftwood that no one wants to keep. I sink my head down and pretend to not listen to the rest of their conversation. After Hijikata leaves, the atmosphere becomes thick and awkward- at least for me.

"Looks like I'll never get away from you", Okita says. I bite my lip nervously.

"…Sorry", is all I can manage to say. I lower myself on my futon and almost pull the covers over my head. Then I shift to my other side so I don't have to look at Okita. I figure that ignoring him and falling asleep is the best way to deal with this situation.

"…Aren't you going to scoot over?", I hear him ask with a playful tone that can only mean trouble for me.

"_What?!_ Why?!", I prepare to launch myself out of bed just incase Okita plans to share my futon. Slowly, I turn my head to see him covering his mouth in desperate attempt to contain his laughter. _I really need to stop falling for everything he says._

"…That was mean, Okita-san", I furrow my brows at him, but he gives me an unrepentant grin.

"Sorry, but you should know by now what it is you're dealing with whenever you're around me", he snickers, still doing his best to not bark out his laughter. To distract himself, he walks over to the closet and pulls out the extra futon and sets it beside mine. I'm just thankful he kept a good amount of distance between us.

I carefully eye Okita -without him noticing- as I try to figure out what he's thinking. He's a beguiling mix of generosity and mischief. One moment he's helping me, and the next he's ruthlessly teasing me –or worse, threatening to kill me. I just…can't understand him.

"Like what you see?", I suddenly realize that Okita is staring directly at me. His teasing, wry smile causes my whole face to heat up into a bright scarlet color.

"N-No-! I mean, not that you're foul or anything- U-Um…", I stop myself from embarrassing myself any further. My reaction only seems to amuse Okita even more.

"Really… Then why were you paying close attention to me?", the corners of his lips curl up.

"Well…", I don't know how to respond to that. If I told him what I was thinking about only moments ago, he would certainly tease me for it. We stare at each other in complete silence until I finally can't stand it anymore.

"Why did you defend me?", I blurt without stopping myself to think. _Why did I do that?_ From his futon, Okita curves a slender brow; he's obviously waiting for me to explain myself. Too late to back down now, I continue.

"It almost- no, it _does_ look like I'm involved with what's been happening recently. But you still think I'm innocent…why?", I say while propping myself up slightly with my arm. Okita looks at me blankly for a while. I have no idea what's on his mind, but I half-expect him to be irritated by my pretty-much-pointless question to him.

"…I'm just trying to figure out the truth; that's all. A good girl like you wouldn't be capable of murder, even if you've never liked that Kiyomi girl", he says blatantly. So he was only doing his job, of course. Still, I don't like the idea that he thinks he must know everything about me.

"…How would you know if I'm a 'good girl'?", I ask challengingly, but I immediately regret my question. A soft grin forms on Okita's face as he turns to his side to face me. I see a flicker of that same hot intensity in his eyes.

"Are you _trying _to get me to kill you?", he chuckles a little before he finally lets his head fall back on his pillow. His eyes focus on the ceiling, while his grin turns into one that lacks its usual mirth.

"You're a good girl because you haven't been forced to make decisions that could become a burden to you", his tone is…strange. It's the same tone he used when he was telling me he didn't like disrespectful people like Kiyomi. I want to ask him to clarify, but I remain silent and let him continue.

"…The South's nice. Folk around here only have to worry about maintaining their jobs and families. They're not like western or northern people that have to do a lot more than just lock their doors at night. We _are_ in a time of peace…but not everything is at good as it should be", his smile fades. His expression becomes emotionless and unrecognizable. I don't have any idea where the direction of the conversation is heading toward, but I hold my mouth in place so I don't interrupt Okita.

"Have to admit, these times are better than those 'Dark Ages' that everyone's so afraid of, but humans can still be cruel, even without war. You…you don't know what it's like to see the _really_ ugly side of people; after all, you rarely see it here. That's why you're innocent; you lack understanding of that filth so you can't even begin to comprehend and mold it into your own behavior", his words course through my mind endlessly.

I could've said that the "ugly side of people" was what I've seen within this past week. But how can I know all of the terror that lies in this massive world? What I've seen is probably something very common to a soldier like Okita. I guess that's why killing comes so easy to him. If the South –a place known for its tranquility- has recently become frightening, I can only imagine that the West must be several steps away from Hell. While I'm processing his words, I can't help but wonder what sort of…ugliness Okita has seen, and how it has affected him.

"…However, people can always change, and that includes you too. I wonder how the West will change you…", a ghost of a grin crosses his face briefly.

"You better stay good -as well as keeping your mouth shut- or else I might just have to kill you", I frown slightly at his comment, but his words linger on me like a dark omen for the future. Undoubtedly, the West has a strong chance of rewriting who I am. Even in just one week, I feel different. I'm no longer a protected child, but that means that I must find a way to protect myself before a negative change can eradicate my being. Though I'm frightened of what I may find in the West, I've already made up my mind. I'm going to find my father. That hasn't changed.

"Okita-san, I meant it when I said I wouldn't tell anyone about…well _everything_. So please, keep your end of that promise too", I remind him with a strong sense of unwavering determination. I rather take his earlier words as a helpful warning instead of a threat against me. This time Okita turns his head toward me. He stares at me for what seems like hours. I don't avert his gaze so that I can demonstrate how serious I am. His green eyes look deep into mine, as if they hope to find something inscribed within my own. After a moment, he finally sighs and smiles gently at me.

"…Of course", he laughs softly before he shuts his eyes. Figuring I should follow suit, I shift to my other side, and I wait for my tired eyes to close once again…

As soon as the first cracks of sunlight shine over the horizon, everyone gets up, eats a quick meal, and prepares to saddle their horses for the trip. Once I've put all of the tack on Chibi, I sigh when I take another glimpse of my clothes. Unfortunately, I'm dressed as a boy again. Hijikata had told me that a girl staying at their headquarters would cause an unnecessary ruckus within a compound full of male soldiers. Rumors would spread, and western civilians –even higher ups of the military- would start to berate the soldiers. So it's of outmost importance that I manage to fool everyone with my disguise. _But for how long do I have to keep dressing up as a boy?_

"You set?", Okita –in his western clothes again- walks with his horse toward me. I look up from my clothes and give him a small shrug.

"I think so", I say. Whether or not he takes my reply into consideration, he parks his horse next to Chibi and pulls out a sturdy rope from his saddlebag. He then stands next to Chibi and starts to tie the rope securely to my saddle. _What is he doing?_ Before I can ask, he then connects the other end of the long rope to his horse's saddle in a complex knot. His proud and amused eyes wander to mine.

"Just so you don't get any ideas about running away", he explains to me with his teasing smile.

"Oh…", I say softly. Though I haven't considered running away as an option, the westerners probably think that what I'll see in the West will probably be enough to make me reconsider those options of escape. _There's no point in running away anyway…_ Regardless, I'm still just a girl they hardly know, and I'm more than certain that they won't grant me the liberty to walk around wherever I want.

After several short minutes, everyone is ready, and before the streets start to get crowded with people, we depart to the West.

We arrive at a hill that overlooks the southern fields and my hometown. The rest of the horses continue to move, but my eyes can't look away from my southern home. In just one week, the South doesn't feel the same anymore. Once a safe haven, it's now an unknown cloud of mystery that hides lurking perils. But it's still home, no matter what happens to it.

_This is it…_ I'm finally leaving my home that I've never even dreamed I would ever leave. My chest constricts with nervousness and anxiety. A hole of sadness starts to expand in my heart, but I force myself to look away from the town. _I'll be back, but I need to find Father first. _I hang my head low and swallow down a sob. I can feel Okita's eyes on me, but he says nothing. He's probably giving me my space, or he doesn't really care about this unforgettable moment for me. _Why should I care what he thinks? _I try to convince myself to ignore him, but I can't shake away the strong feeling of curiosity… _Stop it. He's only concerned about me because it's his job, nothing more than that._ At last I sigh deeply and return my eyes on the new road…

I feel like I'm traveling to a completely different world. The South is full of woods, mountains, and fields. People are mostly laborers, working mainly agricultural jobs as well as lumber and the few positions as merchants or traders. We pass through what seem like endless fields of rice, wheat, sugar canes, and many more crops. However, as we transition into western territory, the changes become more noticeable. Forests become smaller and less dense. The number of towns increases, as well as their size. People abandon farmlands to move into industrial jobs. Culture is somewhat different as well. In the South, everyone likes to help each other out, always reaching peaceful compromises. Even strangers were courteous. But toward, the West, people protect their jobs even better than their own family members, and hostility toward strangers increases. After all, industry provides more profit, who wouldn't want to lose that reliable source of income? Family comes second, and strangers must not be aloud to become competition.

The strangers that we pass by eye us like we're dangerous animals. They only relax a little when they notice the western soldiers are just simply passing through, but they turn their hard glares to me as well. I do my best to ignore them, but it's hard not to react to them when it feels like one is walking into a lion's den.

"Pay them no mind. They're always like that", Okita says abruptly, as if he's reading my mind.

"Why are they like that?", I ask softly so the commoners don't overhear us.

"Probably 'cause they're afraid we'll bust them. People here like to cheat their way through business, which often involves breaking the law", he explains to me leisurely.

"How do you know they're guilty of breaking the law?", I ask. Sure, the people here look suspicious, but that shouldn't be enough to convict someone for a felony. I suddenly realize that I must seem foolish for asking these sorts of questions to a well-experienced soldier, but my interest in these new environments has peaked my curiosity enormously. Nonetheless, Okita doesn't call me out for it and continues.

"Well, whenever we catch their buddies red handed, they have to keep their guard up. Of course, they hold grudges against us for holding down their business"

"That's just…wrong. If they know they're doing something illegal, why would they hate you for trying to keep the peace?", I ask with a frown of disapproval on my face. Just what sort of world is this that causes people to break the law and still despise the consequences of their own ill-intended-actions? Okita merely laughs at my statement.

"Wow… I didn't expect you to rule with an iron fist. But to answer your question, these people just don't care. Money seems to overrule everyone's minds; they'll turn a cold shoulder to justice so long as they got enough to pay for women and drinks. They're never sorry for committing a crime, but rather getting caught", he says it so normally as if it's nothing new to him. I've known for the longest time that I was inexperienced with the ways of the world, but only until now do I realize that I've been so naïve. The revelation causes my fear to grow. I was nervous about this trip before, but now I'm just terrified. If it weren't for the rope binding me to Okita's steed, I would've commanded Chibi to gallop all the way back home.

…Two days of traveling pass, and finally we arrive to the center of the West; the capital called Onoria. From large forests and high mountains, the West is comprised of many coastal zones, wetlands, and small forests. According to what the others have told me about the West, the climate is almost unbearable during the summer, but the winters are harsh and unforgiving, especially areas near the northern rim of the West. Besides industry, the West is the center of all trade. Being in between the North and the South, the West is the midpoint where everything collides. Immigrants pour into this country annually, and all sorts of cultures become a melting pot of diversity. Most people have dependable jobs too, barely leaving enough people for poverty. From what I've heard, the West is the perfect place to live in.

But the prosperity that exists in the West is merely a façade.

All countries need a military structure, and it's the West that puts their men into action. As to what exactly these soldiers do on a day-to-day basis, that part is still unclear to me. It's also a mystery to me why the western military is still considered to be active if there are no wars to be fought. _Just what sorts of madness and mayhem does the West hold in store?_ But as soon as we enter the city of Onoria, I forget about all of my worries and fears that I had for the past two days.

The capital is magnificent.

Though it has adopted some architectural features from the South, it's beyond anything I've ever imagined. The streets become paved with intricate patterns of stone. Buildings reach up farther than two stories tall, and not all are made out of wood, but stone as well. The doors are different; instead of sliding open, they're either pulled or pushed. Each one is also decorated with a handle and an even smaller door near the top that is guarded with iron bars. Windows are made from glass, and some of them have shutters made from wood. Everything that I see makes the South look…rural.

They're still shrines every now and then, but there's a tall building made from the strongest of rocks that catches my eyes. It's different compared to all of the other houses and shops. This one almost looks like it's an elegant castle made for a god. Strange mythical creatures adorn the building's edges from high above, and the windows are taller and colorful; they even have images of people and symbolic animals portrayed as holy beings.

"That's what people around here call a church, or the 'House of the Unknown'. Pretty neat, huh?", Nagakura breaks my attention away from the majestic building.

"A church…for the Unknown… So is it like a shrine?", I ask in return.

"Kinda, but it's a little different. Instead of monks, you get guys that are called priests, and they hold a lot of worshiping ceremonies where anyone can walk in and be a part of too", Nagakura explains.

"Oh. Have you ever been to one of those ceremonies?", I say.

"A few times, but it gets boring sometimes. I'd just rather say a prayer and be done with it, but these priests get so in-depth. It's worse with their monotone voices; makes someone want to take nap", he yawns automatically, helping to prove his point. It takes a lot of self-control for me to stifle a giggle.

"You're the last person who should find mass boring, Shinpachi-san. Knowing you; you should be going to confession everyday instead of hitting up Keiko's almost every night with Sano-san", Okita jumps into our conversation. _Keiko's…?_

"I don't need to hear that from _you_! You might as well live in a church so you don't burn in Hell", Nagakura retorts with a snarl.

"If I'm already going to Hell, then what's the point? Might as well enjoy life until you die", Okita giggles a bit. Even though he's joking, I can't help but feel somewhat disturbed by his comment. In desperate attempt to avoid more dark humor, I speak up.

"What's Keiko's?", I ask curiously. Okita stares at me nonchalantly while Nagakura does his best to ignore me, but I can see a subtle shade of pink filling his cheeks. Okita must notice it as well because his lips curl up into one of his famous mischievous grins.

"C'mon, Shinpachi-san. Aren't you gonna answer her?", though he seems encouraging, I've been with him long enough to know that he's scheming something.

"I-It's just a place for guys to hang out. Yeah, that's it!", Nagakura says in desperate attempt to convince me, including himself.

"Oh, there's more to it than that", Okita jibes. Nagakura's eyes meet Okita's with a heated glare, and he opens his mouth to say something, but someone else interrupts him.

"Keiko's is a bar in Onoria's red-light district", Saito unexpectedly answers.

"The red-light district… That means…", I keep silent as soon as I figure out what Keiko's is. Almost every city has a red-light district. They're places where men, young and old, go to have fun. "Bars" doesn't even scratch the surface of what a red-light district has. I'm sure that besides the drinks, Keiko's must have a lot of beautiful women.

"Well, it's not like Shinpachi-san's a master with women anyway, especially when Sano-san and Hijikata-san tag along", Okita mentions that as if his purpose is to calm me down a little.

"Hey, Souji. Don't lump me together with either one of you", Hijikata growls.

"What happens when Hijikata-san and that other man go?", I go on to ask.

"Well Sano's a show-off, and ladies like a bastard like him. It's probably because he has a scar…women like men with scars…", Nagakura says under his breath. To me it seems like he's contemplating whether or not he should get a scar of his own.

"Sano-san isn't the only show-off, Shinpachi-san. Coming from you, that's hypocritical", Okita comments slyly before facing me again.

"Anyway, it's still a mystery to me as to why women are attracted to the asshole Oni Lieutenant who's selfish, grumpy, clumsy, does whatever he wants, writes terrible haiku-", if Okita continues, I suspect he would've never stopped, but with an irritated scowl, Hijikata intervenes.

"Shut up, you idiot! Or do you want me to begin listing reasons why people don't like you?", the angry man snaps back to his teasing comrade.

"Now, now. Don't be so insensitive. I have feelings too, you know?", Okita masks his witticism with an innocent grin.

"What 'feelings'?!", Hijikata asks disbelievingly.

"We have arrived", Saito cuts in, pulling everyone's attention. I'd been so distracted with Okita and Hijikata's banter that I didn't realize until now that our horses have stopped in front of two huge iron-bared gates that are as tall as a giraffe. A "wow" sound escapes my mouth as I literally strain my neck to look up at the gates. Besides the gates, the area inside is surrounded by a tall stone wall perimeter. Hijikata sends a signal to a foot soldier standing in front of the gate, and in response the gates open in unison.

Like a child opening a new present, I eagerly await to see what's being kept inside….

* * *
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><p>Chapter 7: Beyond Imagination<p>

As soon as the gates open, I immediately find myself staring at a large, luxurious, and southern-style mansion. Intricate stone patterns cover the entire ground, while two straight rows of big and fierce shisa, or "guardian dog", statues form a path to the mansion's front veranda. It's the perfect scenery to make a grand entrance.

Beautiful spring trees are also planted in an orderly manner around the area, some I even recognize to be sakura trees –even though all of their pink petals have fallen off already. As much as I love looking at sakura trees, it's difficult to avert my gaze from the enormous mansion. I don't think I've ever seen a house that big before in my life. It exceeds two stories, and it's based off of southern architecture. The mansion is so marvelous that I don't even have to step inside to know that it's well maintained.

"Oh my…", I breathe out. Only nobles, such as Lord Shimura –the feudal lord of my hometown and several other southern towns-, can have an estate like this. Actually, this estate might be bigger than _any_ southern estate. If I didn't know any better, I would've thought that the mansion is suitable enough for an emperor.

The other men pay no mind to my fascination and command their horses onward.

As soon as we pass the gates, they close behind us, and we come to a halt. Several footmen make their way toward us, while Hijikata and the others dismount their horses, leaving the horses for the footmen to lead into the stable that must exist somewhere in this grand estate. Another footman approaches me and gives me a quick bow.

"Excuse me, sir. But may I lead your horse into our stable?", he asks without meeting my eyes.

"Um…", I'm not sure what to say since I don't have the slightest clue what to do. I'm new around here, and though the westerners I met had offered me a place to stay here, that doesn't automatically make me a special guest. I begin to think that I'll be rude if I hastily take advantage of the footman's hospitality.

"C'mon, kid. We don't have all day", Okita calls from a distance.

"…O-Okay", I say without much of another choice, and then I dismount Chibi and give him a quick pat on his neck.

"Please be good", I instruct him before I give a quick bow to the footman and trot my way over to join Okita and the others.

Soon we end up walking toward the mansion. Not wanting to appear completely awe-struck, I try to look composed as I constantly shift my eyes around the area. Besides the mansion, I'm able to catch a glimpse of several other smaller compounds that are just as elegant. Occasionally, other soldiers pass us after they give short, respectful nods to Hijikata, Saito, Okita, and Nagakura. _They must be high ranking soldiers if everyone we pass is paying their respects… _I've known since I've met them that they aren't ordinary soldiers. Okita's skill with a blade and Hijikata's dominance as a leader are proof enough. I'm not that familiar with the military file and ranking system, but I know that these men aren't just a bunch of regular rookies. _Just what kind of people are they?_

After passing through the assortment of shisa statues, we reach the mansion's steps and enter through what must be the common room. The interior is as beautiful as the exterior, so much so that it makes me question whether or not this really _is_ a military base.

"Good day, Lieutenant. I'm thankful that everyone had a safe trip back here", another man –who isn't quite dressed as a soldier- within the room greets Hijikata with another respectful bow.

"Yeah. We're all in one piece, so that's good", Hijikata nods curtly.

"Besides that, gather all of the other captains, including Kondou-san", he then directs to the other man. The nameless man frowns.

"I would, Lieutenant, but the others are…occupied", he responds with a nervous hint to his voice. With an exasperated sigh, Hijikata closes his eyes and folds his arms.

"…What're they doing _now_?", he asks as though it isn't his first time asking that particular question.

"The chief, Kondou-san, thought it'd be a good day to try out the western practice called 'exercise' with everyone else", the man says. By mentioning "exercise" as a new method, he must definitely not be from the West. Even _I _know what exercise is, but only because my father –a doctor trained in western medicine- had mentioned it to me some time when he talked about his medical practice. Now that I look at this stranger more, he actually appears to be from the South. His clothes are southern, but he has short brown hair that mimics the western fashion.

"Ha! It's just like Kondou-san to get excited about western trends", a warm, genuine grin that I hardly recognize forms on Okita's face.

That's right. I remember hearing the name Kondou before. From what I've heard, Kondou is in charge of everyone –though I don't recall hearing anything specific about his rank. But no matter his position, all of the men spoke highly of him with admiration clear in their voices. Okita seemed to talk about him like he's family. Whoever this "Kondou" man might be, I know he must be extraordinary if he's capable of gaining everyone's respect, including Okita's of all people. I'm more than interested to see what kind of man Kondou is…

"What would you have me do, Hijikata-san?", the southern-like man asks.

"Just tell him and everyone else to take a quick bath now. We need to discuss several things in private…", though Hijikata directs his words to the other man, I end up feeling the weight of his message at the last sentence.

"Understood", the other man complies with bow and leaves to fulfill his duty. A few quiet seconds go by before Hijikata faces me with a stern expression.

"Let's get several things straight. You're going to be a boy from now on, so that means you can't draw attention to yourself. Just don't talk to anyone else here except for us. We'll figure out how we'll deal with you once we discuss things with Kondou-san"

"All right…", I answer to Hijikata.

We wait for several minutes and take spots in the room. I'm told to sit in the middle while everyone just…stares at me. The quiet minutes are long and awkward for me, so I try to focus on my hands instead of the other men. Finally, we all hear a voice behind the door.

"Toshi, are you in here?", a man's mature voice calls.

"Yeah", and with that, the door slides open to reveal several different men. The first man that steps in is tall and mature –probably around his thirties- with gentle golden-brown eyes and jet black hair that's tied into a topknot. Besides his hairstyle, his apparel is southern too. His mouth widens into a huge smile full of warmth and delight.

"It's good that you're all back! I wasn't sure if we'd be able to last without all of you here", he boasts excitedly. My jaw drops slightly with amazement. I don't know who this man is, but there's something about his presence that's…enjoyable. The heavy atmosphere fades quickly, and it's replaced by positive energy when this man enters.

"Nonsense, Kondou-san. I'm sure you managed just fine", a smile that I think is impossible to ever exist appears on Hijikata's face. _Even someone like him can smile…_

"Yeah, Kondou-san. I'm sure you handled everything perfectly while we were gone. Besides, if _you_ left the Shinsengumi, we wouldn't be able to do anything without you", Okita's childish smile is full of warmth and adoration as he speaks. It's a smile that I have to admit to myself is quite adorable. My gaze goes back to the older man. _So this is Kondou…the man that can make Okita and Hijikata smile._ Though I've hardly met him, he already captivates me.

"Both of you are too kind, Toshi, Souji. I'm not that great!", Kondou laughs while scratching the back of his head embarrassingly. It's strange how a humble man like him can be their leader -it's even odd that a western military chief is sporting southern apparel. Compared to Hijikata and Okita, Kondou's personality is the complete opposite, or so I think.

"Hey, Shinpachi. You there too?", I hear another man call.

"Well Sano, how'd that 'exercise' go for ya?", Nagakura smiles mischievously at the door. No sooner than he had spoken, a very tall man –perhaps an inch or two taller than Okita- steps in with an exhausted expression.

"Let's just say it was grueling 'cause I'd already practiced with my spear earlier today", the man, who I figure out is Harada, says. He has dark red hair that falls just above his shoulders and almost glowing amber eyes. Not as bulky as Nagakura, I can tell that Harada is still quite muscular, even behind his layer of western clothes. Once again, I don't find myself surprised anymore; Harada is just as handsome as everyone else in his own way. It's no wonder why he attracts so many women with just physical appearance alone.

"But I guess it won't be that bad next time when Shinpa-ttsuan joins us as well", a younger, cheerful voice adds.

"Well, I hear it's always better to workout with others", Harada says with an uplifting smile.

"Hey! Who said anything about me joining you guys?!", Nagakura protests.

"Givin' up already? Man, you really are an old geezer", the owner of the younger voice teases as he finally steps inside. Matching his voice, the young –just out of adolescence- man gleams a frisky smile. He appears to be the youngest out of everyone; in fact, he looks fairly close to my age. _That young? Is he really a soldier? _His western clothes seem to say so. But no matter his age, he's a perfect representation of a cute near-adulthood being. With bright turquoise eyes and light brown hair, I'm sure he'll start to catch women's eyes when he matures fully.

"Hey, Heisuke! You need to learn how to respect your elders. And I don't need to hear that from a brat like you!", Nagakura counters back seriously.

"Ha ha! Only a grumpy old man can get _that_ worked up", Heisuke laughs more afterwards.

"Can't argue with that", Harada agrees.

"I thought we were friends Sano! I expected as much from Heisuke, but from you too?!", Nagakura says as if his "friend" had done the most scandalous thing ever.

"Quit your bitching and sit down", Hijikata snaps lowly to the three lively men.

"And here I thought with them in the way, we'd never get through. But as usual, Hijikata-san, you know how to discipline everyone auspiciously", another man praises with a calm and serene voice as he steps in. His dark brown hair just barely reaches his shoulders, and his round glasses can't hide his light hazel eyes that seem gentle.

"That's quite a compliment, coming from the scariest guy here, Sanan-san", a faint smirk crosses Hijikata's lips. I take a second glance at the man named Sanan. _No. Really? This man doesn't seem scary at all._ But the rest of the men give no looks of disagreement; some are even nodding along with Hijikata's comment.

"How crude. I could've expected to hear that from anyone else, but hearing _you_ praise me; I'm honored", Sanan smiles. At his words, I mentally question my first impression of him…

"We can all have fun and celebrate their return later. But right now we have an important matter that we must attend to, am I right?", a much older man walks in with a friendly smile and wearing southern clothes. _Why are some of these western men wearing southern clothes? _Like Kondou, he has his hair tied into a topknot, but the top of his head is completely bald.

"Thank you for reminding, Gen-san. We must discuss several things with our quest", Kondou turns his head toward me. So my presence hasn't been entirely ignored. But almost in sync, all of the men's eyes look straight at me, piercing me like sharp knives. Having all of this attention is slightly uncomfortable; I begin to wish that the men would just continue on with their earlier conversations.

"So who's the kid?", Heisuke asks aloud.

"That's rich, coming from _you_", Harada says almost sarcastically to his younger comrade.

"A scrawny brat like you shouldn't say that, Heisuke", Nagakura states seriously. Irritated, Heisuke snaps his head to face his elders.

"Hey, I'm a man already! So just lay off you old bastards!", he whines childishly.

"Cut that shit out. I don't have time to be reprimanding you idiots", Hijikata cuts in again.

"Lieutenant, we should take necessary precautions so that no outsider can hear anything important from this meeting", Saito mentions to Hijikata.

"Ah, yes… Yamazaki", Hijikata beckons to the door. The man who had greeted Hijikata earlier kneels behind the door as he slides it open.

"Yes?"

"You and Shimada make sure that no one listens in on this", Hijikata orders.

"Understood", Yamazaki bows once before sliding the door again and disappearing from sight. Another quiet moment passes before Kondou clears his throat.

"Well, now that we have everyone here, let's begin", his eyes meet mine.

"I'm sorry I haven't introduced myself earlier, but I'm Kondou Isami, Chief of the Shinsengumi", he gives a friendly look to his companions that tells them to follow by example.

"I'm Inoue Genzaburou. It's a pleasure to meet you", Inoue smiles at me. For some reason that makes me feel nostalgic, he reminds me of my father. Though I don't know anything about Inoue, it's a comforting thought.

"Sanan Keisuke. I apologize for our…immature behavior", Sanan gives Harada, Nagakura, and Heisuke a smile that seems friendly, but the other men's faces turn into grimaces for a moment.

"I'm Harada Sanosuke", abrupt, Harada bows apologetically along with Nagakura and Heisuke.

"My name is Toudou Heisuke", _Toudou_ says with a nervous smile. I give a small smile back, not sure how to deal with either of them, including Sanan. Before I introduce myself, I glance at Hijikata for permission. He nods his head, so I go on.

"…It's an honor to meet all of you. My name is Yukimura Chizuru", I bow as low as I can.

"Yukimura, you say? Then you must be familiar with Yukimura Kodo, the western doctor", Sanan tells me. I nod.

"Yes. He's actually my father", after I speak, all of the men that I had just met trade knowing looks.

Once again, I recount everything that happened. All of the men keep silent as I talk. Of course, I leave out the events that Okita and I had agreed to keep secret. To our benefit, no one seems to notice anything bizarre. After I finish, Kondou takes on an expression that's almost close to tears.

"I'm so sorry that you had to go through all of that. It must be hard for you right now, especially after we had forced you to come all the way out here", he says.

"…I'll be fine", I say reluctantly. I'm not sure if I'll ever be fine again. I'll only begin to feel secure again once I find my father.

"I'm sure you must have a lot of questions, but unfortunately we don't know all of the answers ourselves", Kondou says sadly. To be honest, I'm not even sure of what questions to ask, and I'm afraid to find out the answers. But I've come this far, and it's impossible to back down.

"…As you said, I know you might not know the answer, but who exactly were those masked men that attacked me?", I ask timidly. As far as I know, I only know as much about the masked men as anyone else who had heard rumors about them. What sets me apart is that I know these masked men have an abnormal fetish for blood, and I was given visual proof that they actually do exist.

Kondou, Hijikata, and Sanan share looks to one another, probably voicelessly debating whether or not to answer me.

"They're just a bunch of crazy terrorists that want to get power", Hijikata says first. _Power?_ How can they acquire power by terrorizing innocents?

"For the most part, they seem to be heretics. It appears as though they seek religious reformation, granted that they were targeting shrines and small churches. But then we started to receive reports of them attacking politicians, wealthy nobles, and of course, you", Sanan explains. The more they explain, the more questions come pouring into my head. There's so much to take in.

"But what could they gain from me? I don't hold any political or religious influence at all", I say.

"That's what's stumbling to us. Which all the more makes these masked men dangerous. If we don't know what they're after, it makes it that much harder on us to anticipate their next move", Kondou comments.

"As for this…vampiric impulse they have, they're probably trying to practice some sort of witchcraft", Sanan says it with a teasing smile; however, no one can ignore the fact that he's being serious as well.

"Witchcraft? But that's preposterous", I say what's undoubtedly true.

History from long ago –particularly around the end of the Age of Darkness- does record the practice of witchcraft; of course, none of it had actually worked. The "witches" were delusional maniacs that eventually brought panic to naïve civilians. Some were even thought to be mythical oni. As a result, witch-hunts began, and some innocents were even incinerated because they were accused of practicing witchcraft. The ordeal got so out of hand once nobles were starting to be accused of being witches, so the hunts were put to an end. And from then on, witchcraft became a simple myth that people could make satire from.

"It is. That's why these fanatics need to be stopped before the situation spirals out of control", Hijikata states. Now I understand why they so desperately want to keep the masked men as just simple rumors. If word were to spread that the masked men are real, the general public might believe in witchcraft again, and as a result, it can lead to another devastating witch-hunt. I open my mouth to speak again, but someone else beats me.

"Speculating about mumbo jumbo that's not even real isn't going to solve anything, especially because no one knows what's really going on. If we want to get answers, why don't we just get out on the streets more and actually _look_ for the masked men", Okita says.

"It's a dire need that we solve this issue rapidly, and it's tempting to increase the amount of men and patrols, but doing that will grab too much unnecessary attention", Sanan states.

"Yeah, if people start wondering what we're doing, it won't take them long to figure out how the masked men go nuts and get thirsty", Toudou blurts. _Wait, what? Nuts? Thirsty? What did he mean by that?_ Hijikata quickly notices my surprised expression, and then his eyes narrow into slits.

"Shut it, Heisuke…", he practically growls. In response, Toudou claps his hands over his mouth.

"I would advise changing the subject, seeming that some of our men can't control their tongues", Sanan states calmly.

"Lieutenant, we should discuss what we're to do with Yukimura", Saito takes a quick glance at me while speaking to Hijikata. The Lieutenant then meets my gaze.

"You've already agreed to keep your mouth shut about all of this, so in return we'll watch over you and help look for your father", Hijikata says.

"That's right! Yukimura-kun, as the Chief of the Shinsengumi, I swear that we'll protect you with our lives if we must!", Kondou says emphatically with a big smile, and I can't suppress my own. At least now I don't have to worry about them killing me anymore, so long as I keep my end of the bargain.

"Well, if Kondou-san says so, then I've got no complaints", Okita states.

"If she's to stay here, I assume you've gone over the priority of disguising her sex?", Sannan asks Hijikata.

"Yeah, she knows where she shouldn't stick her nose in", Hijikata answers. I'm so distracted by their discussion; I almost don't notice Toudou's, Harada's, and Kondou's wide-eyed expressions until the rest of the room raises a confused brow at them.

"Wait, what would do you mean by '_she_'?!", Toudou questions frantically.

"Oh wow. I didn't think you looked all that manly, but it's still sort of surprising. But I guess having a girl around won't be so bad", Harada relaxes a little and gives me a welcoming grin. I can't believe that I'm faced again with this whole issue about my gender.

"Yeah, I thought you were a little too pretty to be a boy", Kondou muses. Compared to Harada and Kondou, Toudou still seems confused.

"What's wrong, Heisuke? Still can't figure out that she's a girl? Ha! You still got a long way to go before you become a man", Nagakura laughs out loud while ruffling Toudou's hair roughly. My eyes wander to Okita, who I can easily tell is fighting the urge to call out Nagakura -since he couldn't tell that I was a girl when we first met. Hijikata and Saito only let out a tired sigh while Nagakura and Toudou begin to banter again.

…And that's how I met the Shinsengumi.

From the short time that I've been in the West, I've come to learn more about them. They're Onoria's special swordsmen unit. In fact, they're a recent addition to the West's military branch. They're mainly in charge of protecting the western capital, which seems like an honor, but it's nothing compared to the higher ups of the western army. The Shinsengumi go on constant patrols, making sure that the peace is kept. Peace, for the most part, is kept, but it's not hard to notice that the men of the Shinsengumi get bored with their jobs. If I were in their position, I wouldn't complain. A day without bloodshed is fine with me, but for them there's no excitement in doing the same mundane assignment everyday. I assume that's why Okita had a belligerent smile the night he killed those masked men, since the task brought out more of his skill. Also, all of the men of the Shinsengumi were fairly young; and as a new unit in the military, I'm sure they want to complete missions that get their adrenaline going.

And so the rest of the day went on. In the large mansion, I'm given my own room as promised. Though it's beautiful to admire, I hardly like the idea of staying in my room for most of the time.

The entire estate is home to the Shinsengumi, but it's still quite spacious. The captains each have their own room in the mansion, with extra space available for quests. The rest of the soldiers stay in the smaller compounds, and each room is shared by at least two men.

For the men, it's a luxury to be staying here, but for higher ups in the military, they prefer modern housing, so they don't stay with the Shinsengumi. Whenever I hear someone talking about the higher ups, there's seems to be some sort of barrier between the Shinsengumi and the rest of the western military. I don't know what tensions or grudges they have with each other, but it's probably best if I don't think on it too much.

More importantly, there are things on my mind that I can't put to rest. I'm worried about those masked men, especially after what I've heard about them from the captains. They're terrorists, but what are their reasons for their murderous actions? And why are they targeting me? Are they the reason why my father disappeared? That thought makes me shiver with fright. _What if Father's already…? No, he's all right. I have to believe he's safe._

Instead of letting my imagination continue with gruesome speculations, I focus more on what Toudou said earlier.

_"Yeah, if people start wondering what we're doing, it won't take them long to figure out how the masked men go nuts and get thirsty"_

_So the masked men go nuts and get thirsty…_ There's no doubt in mind that the masked men are insane, but what did Toudou mean by "thirsty"? I try to recall what I had seen that night in the forest…

"_Blood! Give me your blood!_", I remember the masked man screaming wildly in front of me…

Blood… Can that be what the masked men get thirsty over? But that just sounds impossible in my head. I know the term "bloodthirsty", but I'd never take it as a literal meaning. Not until now, at least…

In my futon, I muffle my exhausted groan with the bed cover. I have to stop thinking about the masked men. If the Shinsengumi discover what I've already figured out in my head, there's no telling what can happen to me. Plus, I have to avoid being notorious. I don't want to have the attention of many soldiers that don't know I'm a girl. Not only that, but what Okita and I had agreed to keep secret might leak out.

Now that I think about it, why did Okita decide to keep my secret? He said I wasn't a threat to anyone, so it really didn't matter if everyone else knew my secret. But what reason does he have to decide that? Surely if I was dealing with this situation with anyone else I would have been exposed immediately. But why does Okita keep his silence? Does he pity me for all of my bad luck? No, he's not the type that will do that. _Maybe he really _is_ trying to help me out… _

_Or what if he's intentionally trying to keep my healing ability a secret from everyone else? What if he doesn't want anyone else finding out about this?_

I sigh heavily. No matter Okita's reason, I know that I'm not supposed to tell anyone else about my secret. _Or he'll kill me…_

Exhaustion finally gets the best of me. As I yawn and close my heavy eyelids, I have one last thought.

_How many more times will he say, "I'll kill you"…?_

_…Darkness enfolds me in its cold and lonely embrace. It's so dark. I can't see a thing. Fear starts to course through my body. However, I get an uneasy feeling that if I just stay still something bad will happen. Without any other option, I begin to walk blindly._

_I don't walk for long when I see a woman's figure come into view. She's wearing a beautiful kimono and her strawberry-blonde hair is pinned up intricately. The closer I approach her, the more I start to recognize her._

_"Kiyomi-chan?", I ask softly. Though I know she's dead, I still feel somewhat relieved that a part of her is alive, even if it's trapped inside a dream. _

_Hearing my voice, Kiyomi instantly meets my gaze with her sea-green eyes. I expect a jeering smile from her, but I get the exact opposite. Her eyes widen almost past a threshold where they'll never close. Why is she so surprised to see me? No. It's more like she's petrified to see me. But why?_

_"Kiyomi-chan…", I try again with a friendly smile, hoping that I can gain her trust. But my efforts fail._

_"No! Stop it! Get away from me!", she screams at me. I blink, totally, and utterly, confused. Why is she so afraid of me? Normally she wouldn't be afraid to face me. Actually, she took pleasure in humiliating me. But I can't understand her current behavior._

_"It's me, Chizuru. There's nothing to be afraid of", I try to coax her. Maybe it's the darkness that's pressuring her… But even after revealing who I am, she won't listen to me. I take one more cautious step toward her, but she takes off running away from me._

_"Wait!", I yell after her, and I break into a sprint. We run for what seems like hours, and I lose sight of Kiyomi in all the black. But I have men's clothing as an advantage, and soon I catch up to her._

_But she's not running anymore._

_I see her lying on the dark ground under a pool of her lifeblood. Her sea-green eyes full of energetic brightness are now stale, and they're not focused on anything particular. It doesn't take me long to see several deep cuts across her body, disheveling more than just clothes…_

_Fear paralyzes me, and I sink to the ground._

_"D-Dead… She's dead…", I say disbelievingly. Tears fall out of my eyes like a never-ending waterfall. I pull my limbs close to my chest. I feel lost and defeated._

_I hate being alone in the cold darkness where nothing but misery exists._

_"…Ch-Chizuru-chan…", I hear a strangled call for me. I look up, wipe my tears to clear my blurry eyes, then I see Kiyomi's eyes staring directly at me. _

_Suddenly I very much wanted to wake up from this nightmare. I know she's dead. Judging by her cuts, there's no way she can still be alive. But her presence is haunting. _

_…Nevertheless, she just spoke to me. So she _must _be alive somehow._

_"Hold on. I'm coming", I say as I prepare to treat her wounds in any possible way. But before I reach her body, the darkness…_moves_._

_"…Wh-What?", I ask bewilderedly to myself. Deriving from the shadows, three more figures surround Kiyomi's body. All of them are clad in black._

_"Blood…", the eerie voice of a black figure whispers next to the body. I freeze. That's when I see them. The glowing crimson eyes that mean danger and a blood-drenched fate. I'm familiar with this situation, so I begin to take slow, cautious steps back._

_"Hehehe…", a raspy laugh almost makes me cry aloud. Two of the figures begin to sink their teeth and run their tongues across Kiyomi's bloodstained corpse._

_This must be hell._

_I can't even voice a scream. But I have to do something. I can't just let those beasts destroy Kiyomi right in front of me. I fist my sweaty palms and swallow hard._

_"Get away from her!", I yell angrily at the black monsters, but my voice has an obvious frightened edge. However, none of the monsters take a second to glance at my direction. They're so distracted by the taste of Kiyomi's blood that nothing else matters to them. They're completely mad._

_I can't contain my rage anymore, and I shove my fears aside._

_"Stop it!", I scream while furious tears flood my eyes. The third figure that had stood in place finally meets my glare. The confidence that I had earlier instantly abandons me when I look at the figure's face._

_An emotionless white mask without an identity holds me in place._

_Now I'll die, I'm sure of it. The masked man and I stare at each other for what feels like an eternity. Suddenly the atmosphere changes, and I can now see that we're standing in front of a shrine's torii. I remember this torii; it's the one that's close to the magistrate's office in my hometown. _

_Finally, the masked man breaks his gaze away from mine to regard Kiyomi's broken body. It's only now that I realize he's been holding a long sturdy rope with a noose on one end. Now the scene makes sense to me._

_I'm watching how Kiyomi was murdered._

_Quickly and mercilessly, the masked man places the noose around Kiyomi's once delicate neck. The next moment, the girl's body is hanging from the torii. _

_I'm left speechless for various reasons._

_Why is this happening? I'm just an ordinary girl from the South; I shouldn't encounter terrors like this. I very much want to go home. Away from the darkness and in my father's secure embrace._

_I don't know how much time has passed, but after a while the masked man stares at me again. My heart nearly fails at his next words._

_"All will be revealed…"_

"Ah!", I gasp as I jolt myself awake. I sit up abruptly in bed, my body still shaking with fear.

"What was that…?", I whisper to myself. _It was only a dream_, I try to convince myself, but the gory images from the nightmare won't go away.

To distract myself, my gaze wanders around my new room. It's probably some time in the middle of the night right now. Soft moonlight shines down on me past the window screen. Compared to the images I saw in my dream, the silver light is certainly more soothing. A little calmed down, I focus on what I had dreamt of.

I don't want to think about the masked men anymore, so I decide it's best to wonder about Kiyomi.

She was alive in my dream, at least momentarily. But in that moment she seemed different. Was she really frightened of me? If so, then why? I'm certainly not an intimidating figure, and I've given no reason for Kiyomi to be scared. I can't understand the complexities my subconscious had showed me. Then again, I was just dreaming, my imagination was loose and uncontrolled. It holds no significant meaning, or so I want to believe.

"It won't do me any good if I keep thinking about it", I say to myself. With my new resolve, I slide back under the covers and pray that I don't have anymore more dreams…

* * *

><p><strong>Hope that you guys enjoyed this chapter! I kept the Shinsengumi name because even if the men are in a different AU, they will always be the Shinsengumi to me. I also hope that you are enjoying the mystery and suspense I'm creating, and there'll definitely be more to come. You'll also begin to see more of Okita in the next chapter; I somewhat neglected him here because I had to introduce the other characters as well. Hopefully I can post the next update in two weeks (I plan to start writing the next chapter to Hakuouki: The Will to Live, but I'm not sure how long that will take). So far that's all I have for announcements. Please if you would be so kind leave a review and tell me what you thought of this chapter! As always, have an awesome day!<strong>


	9. Chapter 8: The Perilous Cove

**A faster update than usual, but I had some rare spare time so I took advantage of it. Anyway, this is a bit of a longer ****chapter, so I bet you guys will like that. Prepare for action in this chapter! As always, enjoy!**

* * *

><p>Chapter 8: The Perilous Cove<p>

Several weeks go by; however, each second I spend here is filled with dread and worry. There's still no sign of my missing father. And from what I've learned from the captains, my father was here on business to treat a certain bacterial disease that weakened some of the Shinsengumi's men considerably. I wasn't given much detail about that, but it hardly matters now. Other than my father's business in the West, I was also informed that just as soon as his work was done he suddenly disappeared without ever telling anyone about his departure.

During his stay in the West, he had rented a private house that's close to the outskirts of Onoria. It was only until one of the captains had visited his house that the Shinsengumi realized he was gone. There were no clues left behind from my father. Immediately, the Shinsengumi sent out search parties for my father. So far they haven't found him in the West, and from their recent experience in the South, they weren't successful. They did, however, find me.

The Shinsengumi had hoped I could be useful to them in finding my father, but as it turns out I hardly know anything about my father's recent whereabouts. But they couldn't just abandon me, especially after all I have discovered. So I'm currently living at the Shinsengumi's headquarters, doing nothing except staying in my room the whole entire time.

The captains have tried to cheer me up, and though I'm glad they care, I still feel somewhat miserable. Over time though, Hijikata had granted me permission to help with several chores in the mansion. I gladly accepted his offer, since I'd rather be doing _anything_ other than sitting idly in my room. However, I always have to have someone watching over me, making sure that I don't slip any confidential information to the unknowing soldiers.

Almost a full month passes, and on this particular day I'm helping Okita and Saito prepare lunch for everyone.

"Chizuru-chan, can I leave you in charge of the miso soup today?", Okita asks me.

"Sure!", I agree with barely-contained enthusiasm. Cooking is hardly something to get so excited about, but I'm just happy that I'm given a task to do, even if it's a simple one.

"Are you sure, Yukimura? I wouldn't mind preparing it", Saito offers politely.

"Yes, I'm sure. It's no trouble at all", I smile reassuringly.

"Hajime-kun, let her be. Besides, you have to admit that she's better at making the soup compared to the rest of us", Okita interjects.

"Do you doubt my culinary skill? I happen to believe that I'm one of the best cooks. Surely I can definitely prepare miso soup well enough", Saito responds seriously. There's no arrogance in his statement, after all he _is_ one of the best cooks in the entire Shinsengumi. Every chop and cut that he bestows on any kind of food is perfectly sliced. I've come to learn more about Saito's skill with a blade, and there's no question that he's an expert assassin. Though he is left-handed, his executions are quick and clean. I haven't seen Saito kill before, but I've seen him training several times on practice dummies, and each time my chest tightens at every blow he makes.

"No, no. It's not that you're a horrible cook or anything. There's just something about the way Chizuru-chan makes the soup…but I don't know what it is", Okita strokes his chin as he goes into deep thought about that topic.

"I'm almost sure that I prepare the soup the same way as Saito-san, in fact there's hardly a difference", I say.

"True, the taste is the same, but…I guess it's the experience of eating it that makes it different", Okita faces me. I lift a brow at him, obviously unsure of what he means.

"…I think I understand now", Saito comments softly.

"Huh?", I voice out, clearly missing Okita's point, unlike Saito.

"The soup that Yukimura prepares reminds me of previous memories we have made in the South. The essence of the soup compels me to recall those warm spring days", Saito goes on nostalgically.

"Yeah, that's it. It's probably because Chizuru-chan's a southern girl, so maybe that's why I remember those times in the South. Her soup reminds me of happy childhood memories and the warmth she puts into it…only a woman can do that", at Okita's words, I can't suppress the redness on my cheeks.

"R-Really, there's nothing that special about the way I cook…", I say shyly as I start to think of ways to divert the conversation.

"But what do you mean about having memories from the South? Aren't all of you originally from here?", I ask the question to either one of them.

"Oh! That's right. We never told you anything about that, did we?", Okita fixes me a somewhat apologetic grin.

"We're actually all from the South. We recently moved here about two years ago", Okita clarifies for me. My brows shoot up instantly.

"_You're_ from the South?", there's nothing that hides my surprise.

"But…how did all of you end up becoming a part of the _western_ military? Why not just serve the South?", I continue.

"Well, it's always been Kondou-san's dream to become a samurai. No…not just a samurai. He's aiming to become the greatest hero anyone has ever known", admiration is plain in Okita's voice.

"Anyway, back home, we were just a group of guys aiming for the impossible", Okita goes on.

"The South has very strong regulations when it comes to social classes. Most of us weren't born from a samurai family. Naturally, it became difficult for us to achieve our goal in the South since society wouldn't recognize us as samurai", Saito explains.

"But Kondou-san didn't give up. Eventually, he met a guy with good connections to the West, and after showing of our skill with a sword, we got to where we are now", Okita says triumphantly.

"That's pretty remarkable…", I say in awe. To hear that a group of commoners became an elite organization of swordsmen is almost unbelievable, but that just goes to show how incredible the Shinsengumi really is. In the South, they would've never had the chance to prove their skill, but the West doesn't have a strict structure for social class, so it became easier for the Shinsengumi to blossom.

After lunch, Hijikata pulls Okita and me into his room. Both Okita and I don't know what to expect from him, but we wait patiently for what he has to say.

"You're allowed to go out on patrols with our men. You have my permission", Hijikata announces to me.

"Really?!", I almost jump up with glee from my spot. Though my reaction only seems to stress out Hijikata more.

"I'm letting you go since I know our men can protect you, and you'll probably want to search for your father, but that doesn't mean you should get all excited and let your guard down", Hijikata says to me warningly.

"I promise I won't do anything that will be a hindrance to you", I say confidently in a more composed manner than before.

"So that's why you dragged me in here…", Okita mutters.

"It's Souji's shift in the afternoon, so you'll be fine with him if you decide to go", Hijikata states. I turn to Okita, who gives me his famous half-smile.

"Just remember, if you get in the way, I'll kill you", his message still sounds scary to me, even if I know he's only joking.

"Idiot! I'm sending her with you so she _won't_ get killed!", Hijikata growls at Okita.

"C'mon Hijikata-san, don't give me that. I was only kidding", Okita's grin never fades, despite getting reprimanded by Hijikata. I face Okita again with a serious expression.

"…I said I wouldn't get in your way… So please, take care of me while I go look for my father", I say firmly as I meet Okita's gaze directly. I know it's not necessary to say that, but it's uncomfortable for me to stay silent. To demonstrate my seriousness, I bow as low as I can, never taking my eyes off of Okita. My challenge works because his smile suddenly fades into something a little more than awkward.

"…Sorry. But still, you have to know that Onoria's streets aren't anything to scoff at", he says in a more sincere tone.

"Unlike the rest of us, you don't know how to defend yourself if push comes to shove. It's going to be a little harder for us to watch over you, especially when more and more commoners are keeping us busy by going out of their way to make profits", he continues. _Is he worried that I can hurt while I'm on patrol with him?_

"To be honest, I'd prefer for you to stay here, but it's also not fair keeping you in here forever…", Hijikata says to me solemnly. I think about my choices carefully. If I go out on patrol with Okita, I'll be risking my life, and there's a chance I might hold him back. But if I stay here, I'll be bored out of my mind, and I won't get the opportunity to look for my father. But I know instinctively what I want to do.

"I want to go out and look for my father", I announce firmly.

"You sure?", Okita asks, to which I nod in confirmation.

"If there's even the slightest chance that I can find my father, I'll take it. I _need_ to find him", I erase all the doubt in the room.

And so, Okita and I set out on patrol. The streets are packed with people. Though the West has its own traditions and culture, Onoria is the center where the West, North, and South all collide into one community.

"Wow! So this is Onoria!", I boast while almost jumping on my saddle. Okita lets out a short laugh directly to me.

"Cool down, Chizuru-chan. Remember this is some serious business we're doing. Gotta stay on guard the whole time", he reminds me kindly.

"Oh. Right…", I try to hide my enthusiasm immediately. I admit to myself that I'm more excited than usual, but it's because I've been stuck at headquarters for such a long time, cutting my ties to the rest of the world.

Later, Okita explains to me that it's the Shinsengumi's duty to provide for the protection of these people, as well as making sure that they follow the law. Besides going on daily patrols they collect taxes, check inventory and sales rates, and monitor trade at the harbor. And that's exactly where we are now.

The harbor sits right next to the ocean, and it's one of the most important places in Onoria, if not the entire West. It's the meeting point for all trade. Goods come and go from the North and South, and everyone strikes rich. But as Okita had already mentioned, commoners will break the rules to make their deals. I don't have any idea what exactly these people do when they disobey the law, but I'm expecting the worst to happen.

"Just calm down. I know I said not to let your guard down, but usually the most dangerous thing you can get involved with is a fist fight", Okita says reassuringly. _He saw right through me!_

"I am calm", I say with an unexpected childish tone that doesn't support my rebuttal. Okita smiles laconically.

"You're such a terrible liar", he says. I frown back, but I know he has point. Lying has never been my forte, and it never will be despite how much I try. Reluctantly my cheeks puff, and I turn my head in all directions except to Okita.

The next hour goes by smoothly. Okita does his job, and I occasionally ask a passerby if he or she knows anything about my father. So far I've learned nothing new, but at least Okita and me haven't bumped into any trouble…or so I think.

We pass by a drug store, and naturally I ask Okita for permission to step inside. If the store sells certain medicines, then my father may have stepped inside once during his trip here. If that's the case, the owner might know something about my father. Okita seems to grin at me approvingly, but before he answers my question verbally, we hear a nearby trader yelling angrily at someone.

"Don't give me that shit! You know I only accept western coins!"

"I'm sorry, but southern currency is all I have. If you would just let me ask someone to exchange my money with me, I can pay you back-", the other man tries to handle the problem reasonably, but the furious trader won't hear any of it. With a resounding crack, the trader slams his fist into the other man's jaw.

"Damn…", I hear Okita grumble frustratingly to himself before he walks straight toward the rumble. I stay behind with Chibi, but my eyes keep wandering back to the drug store. _He seemed to be okay with me going…_ I take another quick glance at the unfolding conflict with the trader, and the situation doesn't look so good. _If I go to the store, I'll be out of Okita's way just in case the fight gets worse._ With a determined nod, I dismount Chibi and make my way inside the store. Once I enter, I quickly take a peak through the window to check on Okita. It seems he has the situation under control, but the brawl won't end any time soon.

"Tsk. That just had to happen outside of my store. Don't they know that they'll drive customers away?", a man behind me complains. I turn and see the storeowner behind the front counter.

"…Um, excuse me, sir. I'm looking for someone who may or may not have been here. His name is Yukimura Kodo. By any chance did you see him here?", I ask timidly.

"I'm sorry boy, I'm going to need more than a name to help you", the storeowner says.

"Well he's a western doctor. He's middle-aged and bald, he could've also been wearing southern clothes", I say. The storeowner frowns with pensiveness.

"…I haven't seen anyone like that around here lately. When did he stop by here?", he asks.

"…Probably a month ago…", I say guiltily.

"A month?! Well boy, if you came here sooner I might have been able to help you, but I have no memory of a specific customer from a month ago", the storeowner somewhat scolds me lightly. I duck my head slightly, but I push on.

"…There must have been something he could've bought… Do you have a record of some sort that keeps tracks of customers and purchases?"

"I do…but I'm not supposed to share that information with some stranger", he says sternly.

"Please. That man is my father, and I can't find him anywhere!", I plead like a helpless child. The storeowner looks at me awkwardly for a long time before he finally sighs.

"…I'll see what I can find, but I can't promise you anything", with that, the storeowner heads toward a room hidden view. While I wait, I look around the store. There are two other customers inside, both of them whispering something to each other. For some reason I can't fathom why, their activity looks suspicious. I approach them discreetly while pretending to look at some jarred herbs that sit on an aisle away from their vision. Quietly, I listen to their conversation.

"…We gotta be careful or else we're fucked. The Shinsengumi's been sticking their noses into a lot of shit lately. If they find out what's going on tonight-"

"Relax. Even if we do get caught, we have this to help us out"

"Medicine? Are you planning to use it as a poison or something?"

"Yeah, and all we gotta do is put the blame on someone else and our asses are saved"

"You better be sure about this because this trade has to happen _tonight_. If we don't make it happen, it'll be more than the Shinsengumi that we'll have to deal with"

"You think I don't know that? But if we pull this off, we'll be sitting on a _huge_ pile of cash"

"Let's just buy this and get out of here so we can all meet at the _Cove_ later", once the men start to move, I try to move back away from them without them noticing. _I can't believe I just heard that!_

"Boy, I couldn't find anything", the storeowner says as he comes back.

"Oh, um… Thank you for looking", though I'm sad at hearing his news, I'm more focused on getting back to Okita. _I have to tell him what I just heard._ Urgently without drawing any attention to myself, I leave the store and find Okita with his men.

"Where did you go?", he asks me irritably. I blink; surprised by the harshness of his tone.

"I went inside the medicine store I told you about…", I say cautiously. He lets out an angry huff.

"Look, just stay close to me no matter what. If you keep running off like that without me, you'll end up doing more harm than good for us. You'll never know what kind of people you'll run into, and not all of them will be gracious to help you, they might end up doing something worse", he lectures me sternly.

"…I'm sorry, I shouldn't have left on my own", I bow my head apologetically. But before I let guilt consume my thoughts, I immediately perk up and gaze at Okita seriously.

"But I found out something very important, you _need_ to hear this", I tell him before I pull his shoulder down and whisper into his ear everything that I had heard inside the medicine store. After a moment of processing, he scowls.

"They'll be meeting at the Cove, huh?", he half-grumbles. I nod with assurance.

"That just makes things that much harder now", he says.

"Why?", I inquire.

"The Cove is a restricted area for the Shinsengumi whenever we're on duty. Only the higher ups of the military are in charge of guarding it. Because of that, I can't catch those smugglers", he explains.

"So what now? Are you going to report this someone?", I ask. If he tells someone from the higher military class, they can deal with the smugglers. Okita, however, thinks differently.

"I'll only report this to someone back at headquarters, they'll figure out what to do", he answers.

"But won't you inform one of the higher ups?", I lift a confused brow. If the Shinsengumi can't deal with smugglers due to restrictions, then I don't see any reason why they should withhold information about the illegal trade from the higher ups.

"There's no way I'm telling any one of those bastards about this gig. Knowing Hijikata-san and Sanan-san, they're going to want to take the credit for this opportunity. If the higher ups know, they'll just want to publicize their name more", Okita states.

"I think I get what you're saying. You want the Shinsengumi to catch those smugglers, even though they would be disobeying orders, but it's a big opportunity for all of you to grow", I translate his message. Okita grins at me approvingly.

"But there's still daylight. Can't just walk into the Cove so easily. We'll have to wait until nightfall and stop them before any goods are exchanged. That way we can arrest those smugglers without getting interfered by the higher ups", he relays his plan.

"That sounds good, but are you sure you can handle that with just you and your men?", I ask with concern on my face.

"To be honest, it'll be hard. A few more divisions would ensure success, but I can't leave my post to get backup, it'll draw too much attention…", he says somewhat solemnly.

"…Unless I have someone who isn't part of the Shinsengumi go to request reinforcements…", his eyes meet mine squarely. My eyes widen with sudden realization.

"You want _me_ to go report this back to headquarters?", I ask almost disbelievingly.

"You're the only option I've got, the best one too. Think you can handle it?", he asks with an encouraging grin that's hard to refuse to. Even without his grin, I'm happy that he actually wants my help. At last I can prove myself useful.

"Yes! I'll head back right away", before I leave though, Okita gives me a small map to follow.

"This will lead you back. Make sure you read it right, and don't get lost", he says teasingly.

"I'm not a kid. I know how to read a map just fine, thank you", I scowl lightly at him. He smiles warmly again.

"All right then. I'll be waiting for orders, so I'm counting on you", and with Okita's farewell, I quickly climb back on Chibi and canter my way back. I want to progress into a gallop, but that may bring too much attention. _The sun's still up, I have some time left…_

After a while the gates to headquarters appear into view, and I see Toudou standing in front of the entrance with his men, ready to depart for their shift.

"Toudou-san! Wait!", I call as I near the gates. Toudou turns to look at me and waits for me to dismount Chibi.

"What's with 'Toudou-san'? I told you to call me Heisuke, remember? And why're you all by yourself? I thought Souji was supposed to look after you", Toudou –_Heisuke_- reminds me.

"I'm sorry, Heisuke-kun", I give a short apologetic bow.

"But I have an important message from Okita-san, that's why I came back alone", I begin to explain.

"Well then I suggest we take this conversation inside", Sanan appears unexpectedly from behind the gate. I want to just blurt out what I have to say because I need to run back to Okita to relay orders, but perhaps Sanan knows what he's doing, so I comply and follow him and Heisuke inside.

Eventually we gather all of the captains inside the common room. After I tell everyone my message, everyone –even Kondou- turns to look at Hijikata for an answer. Though Kondou is the chief, a lot of the decision making falls on Hijikata's shoulders. With a fierce look that's full of strong determination and a devilish smirk, the Oni Lieutenant speaks up.

"Looks like we got our work cut out for us, boys. We're going to the Cove. Whether the bigwigs like or not, it was the Shinsengumi that uncovered this information, we have a right to proceed with this job", at his words, some of the captains smile with anticipation.

"Then we should gather our units. If we're going to the Cove, this task won't be easy", Sanan announces.

"How so?", I ask out of concern.

"The Cove is the designated port for larger ships. Because of that, what the smugglers are planning to trade is most likely something expensive, large, or rare. Those goods will be well guarded, the smugglers will put up a fight if they must", Sanan explains.

"All right, I'm up to deal with some smugglers", Harada punches his fist into his hand with excitement.

"Hell yeah! Let's go kick some ass!", Nagakura joins in as well.

"Shinpachi and Heisuke will join Souji and begin the raid, Kondou-san will go to. Harada and Saito, you and your men are going to make sure that no one escapes. Sanan and I will keep a look out for those bigwigs and make sure they don't spoil things for us", Hijikata gives out his commands. The men begin to disperse and ready their men for battle. Unsure of what to do I stay still and watch the scenes unfold.

"Yukimura", Hijikata calls for me.

"Yes?", I say all too eagerly.

"I want you to go back to Souji now and tell him what we've decided. Also, Shinpachi and Heisuke can't get there right away or else they'll draw the bigwigs' attention. Tell Souji he'll just have to wait for them before he stops the trade", Hijikata orders me.

"Right away, sir!", I bow quickly and dart out of the room. In haste, I climb on Chibi's saddle and this time gallop my way back to the harbor. The sun's about to set now, and that means this illegal trade will happen soon. _I have to find Okita quickly._

Close to the medicine store, I find Okita on his horse with his men. I slow down as soon as he sees me. Once I catch up to him, I stare directly at his waiting eyes.

"The Shinsengumi is taking the Cove", I say. A dangerous and excited smile grows on Okita's face along with a lethal glint in his emerald eyes. Then I quickly give him a recap about the Shinsengumi's plan.

"We're going to sneak into the Cove now", Okita says as he jumps off his horse and waits for me to do the same. Then quietly without any passerby noticing, Okita's men and we travel through the narrower streets that lead to the Cove.

Finally we reach the Cove's port just as dusk settles. Only a few massive ships are docked, which I take a small time to admire. But now is not the time for sightseeing. Nights like these are normally peaceful, so it's no surprise that no one can spot a single guard. For now we'll wait until we see signs of activity on any of the ships.

An hour goes by, and finally we see the small light of a lantern approaching one the ships. Then several more lanterns come into view. It isn't long before several horse-drawn carriages show up as well, traveling slowly and cautiously to avoid being seen. What they don't know is that we're watching them.

"That must be their cargo", Okita whispers. _Well then they must be carrying a lot of cargo if they're getting carriages involved. That can only mean…_

"No wonder the men I heard earlier were so tense, with all of that to ship, they're taking major risks", I say with a small voice. _I wonder what they're trying to ship…_

"…If they're willing to deploy venom as a weapon, they must have something really valuable among their cargo", Okita half-mumbles to no one in particular. Then he turns to face his men.

"When we _do_ go in, if they draw any weapons they're dead. Their weapons will be coated with poison, so avoid getting even a tiny little scratch, or else_ you'll_ die. But spare those who surrender", he instructs to group of soldiers. As the minutes go by, the smugglers start to load one ship with heavy crates from the carriages. If Okita had enough men, he would've stopped them immediately. But more and more smugglers keep appearing, and they outnumber Okita's division. Though I doubt their skill stands any chance against Okita's men, they _do_ have lethal poison; even the tinniest scratch can defeat them.

It's almost been two hours since we've arrived here, and there's still no sign of Nagakura, Kondou, or Heisuke.

"Captain, it looks like they're almost done loading all of the cargo", one of the soldiers comments.

"At this rate, they'll be at sea before we get backup", another soldiers says. Okita's eyes harden while his jaw shifts. I can tell he wants to follow Hijikata's initial orders, but if he doesn't act now, he'll miss this huge opportunity for the Shinsengumi.

"Looks like we don't have a choice then", he says lowly as a belligerent grin takes form on his lips.

"We're just gonna have to hope the others show up soon. Let's move", before he takes a step out of the alley he turns to look at me.

"Wait here, this will be over before you know it", he gives a quick smile, and then I stare at his back as he runs up to the dock in front of his men. In just a few short seconds, the ship becomes a battlefield.

"It's the Shinsengumi!"

"Get rid of 'em!"

I hear so many distant cries all at once that I can't process every single one of them. Waiting by myself without a view of the conflict leaves me on high-strung edge. I have no idea what's happening on the ship. _Who's winning? Are the men of the Shinsengumi safe? Is anybody hurt?_ The questions that pour into my head are endless, and worrying doesn't make my anxiety any better.

From where I stand, I can still hear the faint clinging of swords that sound more like wind-bells from far away. But I know better than that. I know that at this very moment merciless blades are taking lives away. For that reason, I'm thankful that I'm not on the ship. Still, waiting alone isn't a comforting remedy.

"Yukimura-kun!", a familiar voice yells for me. I turn around to see Kondou, Nagakura, and Heisuke running toward me along with their men. _Finally they're here!_ As soon as they catch up to me, Kondou immediately steps forward.

"Where's Souji?", he tries to keep his voice calm, but there's no hiding his desperate concern.

"He's on the ship. There was no other choice. The smugglers would've gotten away if he didn't step in", I quickly explain while trying to contain my own worry.

"We're going in now! Toshi will be here soon, so find him and you'll be safe", he commands quickly before he charges with a battle cry toward the chaos.

"Let's go!", Nagakura yells behind Kondou, and Heisuke and the rest of the men follow. Several moments later, I spot Harada and Saito along with their men surrounding the dock's perimeter. The level of noise increases, and it doesn't take long for nearby buildings to turn on several lanterns to investigate the source of the commotion. _At this rate, it won't be long for the higher ups to step in…_

From the corner of my eyes, I then see Hijikata and Sanan. _Thank goodness._

"Have any higher ups arrived yet?", Hijikata asks me quickly. I open my mouth to answer him, but just as soon as I do, the sound of marching men interrupts me. In unison, our heads turn to see the higher ups approaching with guns as their companions.

"Speak of the devil", Sanan smiles, and without another word, both him and Hijikata step in front of the oncoming soldiers.

"Step aside!", one of the soldiers instructs harshly. Despite his orders, Hijikata and Sanan don't even do so much as flinch.

"The Shinsengumi already have the area surrounded. I won't allow any of you to interfere", Hijikata claims with a strong voice.

"Shinsengumi?! You're trespassing into an area that's not under your jurisdiction! Now step aside before I force you to!", the more than angry soldier yells more irritably.

"If I let you through, you'll all die", the bluntness of Hijikata's message is enough to startle the men.

"My men will kill anyone who draws their weapon. They won't stop to consider whether or not your soldiers of Lord Matsuda. So if you value your lives, then don't move another inch!", Hijikata says with the power of more than ten men. Gasps are let out among the band of higher ups. At least it seems that they will listen to Hijikata. However, stopping the higher ups doesn't cease my worries. Okita and the others are still fighting on the ship, and no one has come to report their current situation. Just when I think that, I spot one of the Shinsengumi's soldiers being carried out of the ship by someone else. I quickly notice that the soldier is injured. Instinctively, I run to the wounded soldier.

"Are you okay?!", I help the other soldier carry his companion back to land. The wounded soldier merely nods. After setting him on the ground I examine his wound, but the other soldier looks at me unsurely.

"It's all right. My father is a doctor, so I have some medical training", I calmly reassure the soldier before I proceed.

The wound isn't deep or life threatening, but there's surely poison in his system. Before I act, my eyes stay glued to the blood that's slowly trickling out of the man's wound… _Stop it. I need to calm down._ Now isn't the time to panic about a flesh wound, I have to extract the poison from the wound before it spreads. With newfound determination, I push the soldier's clothes away from the wound and press my mouth against it. The strong coppery tang of blood on my tongue clouds my other senses and almost forces me away, but if I don't continue this man will die. Doing my best to ignore the taste, I continue to suck blood from the wound and spit it out to the side. I keep repeating the same action to remove the poison. After I'm done, I reach for my wakizashi that Saito gave me to tear out a part of my sleeve to wrap the wound.

"Make sure he doesn't move around too much", I instruct the other soldier.

"Understood. There might be others that need your help on the ship. Be careful", the soldier says to me. I know I shouldn't go near the ship, let alone board it, but I can't allow any more casualties happen. I'll be risking my life if I go, but I'll be trading away more lives if I don't. Without asking Hijikata for permission, I run past Harada and Saito on the dock. I easily feel both of their gazes on me.

"Hey Chizuru! What're you doing?!", Harada calls from behind, but I don't bother to turn around. Soon enough I'm boarding the ship. As soon as I get on, I examine my surroundings.

The sounds the screaming men fill the air, and the smell of blood is strong, even when I'm outside. Bile begins to climb up my throat. By force, I swallow hard and move forward. The men of the Shinsengumi crowd the ship as they fight of smugglers that have drawn their swords. Every now and then, I see a smuggler fall to the floor, and that's the last thing he does. My heartbeat is uncontrollable and breathing becomes an effort. For the Shinsengumi, it's normal to see death, but for me it's a moment that's unforgettable. Dazed by the dying men around me, a smuggler takes advantage of my distraught state and charges forward with a sword in hand.

"Ah!", I gasp as I watch the fast blade near my chest, but it quickly changes direction as the man in front of me falls. I know he's dead once I see blood spilling out from his abdomen. My eyes instantly find Saito, the man responsible for saving me.

"If you're going to be here, then don't let your guard down. I'd feel guilty if you died here", Saito says in a small voice. I nod in agreement before we split up. _That's right, if I'm going to help them, then I need to make sure that I don't die._

The situation seems under control on the ship's surface since the men seem to be all right, so I quickly find the staircase that leads downstairs. Once there, the strong metallic tang of plug plugs my nose, but I do my best to ignore it. My eyes find Okita, gracefully wielding his sword like it's a part of his body. My breath is taken away by his skill that no ordinary can man hope to beat. The way his body functions is like an engine, every move is swift and automatic. His emerald eyes that are usually full of warmth and mirth are now cold and steely, without any sort of emotion. I can't tell whether I'm amazed or afraid, or both. The men he kills may have been criminals, but they're still human. They're not like the masked men I saw Okita slaughter. It was a speculation before, but now I'm certain that there's no compunction or resent in Okita's sword.

He immediately notices my presence, and smiles.

"Want to kill some guys too?", he asks me teasingly. Appalled, I clamp my mouth tight and frown. Instead of paying attention to Okita's jest, I focus on the scenery before me. Besides the large amount of crates, most of the smugglers down here are dead, all but one. The survivor kneels on the ground, bowing deeply to Okita. What I'm watching almost reminds me of a depiction of a man begging for forgiveness and salvation from a mighty god.

"You're smart for surrendering, but that doesn't mean we won't kill you. But at least you get to have a little chat with me before that happens", Okita speaks to the man with sweet sarcasm.

"But first let's take a peak of what you were trying to sneak out", then he walks up to one of the large crates. He motions me to bring him the nearby crowbar, and I obey without a word. With a crack, he opens the crate and peers inside. His eyes widen considerably as his mouth drops.

"Okita-san?", I ask as I approach the crate to have a look inside.

"What the…?", I can feel my own gaze widening as well. What we see is a stack of piled up guns of the newest and deadliest kind. _They were smuggling guns? But for what?_

Okita and I continue to inspect several more crates.

"Guns, canons, explosives… This is more like an arsenal", Okita says disbelievingly.

Almost to quick for the naked eye to see, he grabs a handful of the surrendered smuggler's collar, forcing him to stand up. With Okita's sword behind the man's back, they both walk back upstairs again. I follow along, not wanting to stay in a room full of dead bodies and dangerous weapons.

Back on the ship's surface, most of the Shinsengumi is out waiting on the dock. The conflict must have ended while I was downstairs. But my attention is quickly brought back to Okita, who's shaking the man in front of him.

"Answer my question. Who were you shipping those weapons to?", there's almost a deadly edge to his voice. The smuggler, however, is too panicked to respond.

"Fine then, I'll just cut one of your arms off", Okita threatens as a hand begins to unsheathe his sword again.

"O-Okay! Okay! Please don't hurt me! I'll tell you everything!", the smuggler finally gives in.

"We were trading those weapons for a large sum of money to last a lifetime", he explains nervously. Okita eyes narrow into tiny slits.

"Don't avoid my question. Who were you shipping those Goddamn weapons to?", he repeats more coldly this time.

"…We were shipping them to- UAGHH!", before the smuggler can finish, the soft whistle of an arrow pierces through the man's chest. Okita's eyes fly up rapidly and try to pinpoint the source from where the arrow came from, but another arrow flies in and buries itself into his shoulder with a wet thunk.

"Unngh!", a pained groan escapes Okita's mouth. My jaw drops as I watch him stagger back.

"Okita-san!", I yell as I catch him before he lands on the ground roughly. Sweat begins to accumulate on his forehead as he reaches up a trembling hand to his already bleeding shoulder. The blood that pours out steadily spreads on his hand as it darkens his clothes too.

"Okita-san!", I yell again more desperately to get a response.

"…Don't yell so much, I can hear you just fine", he says weakly with a small smile. Even an arrow wound can't suppress his optimism. I blink back both sad and joyous tears and focus on his shoulder.

"We have to pull the arrow out", I say with a mighty effort to contain my panic. Carefully I grab his shoulder along with the side of the arrow with the sharp point and break it off. Then Okita pulls the arrow out quickly with another pained groan. It hurts to him suffering, but I remind myself that it's more important to stop the bleeding from his shoulder. I press my hands against his wound to prevent more blood from flowing out, but my hands are involuntarily shaking. My fingers gently feel around his wound, but I can't seem to find it. Perhaps it's due to all of the blood in the way.

"Okita-san, I need you to hold your shoulder while make a bandage", my voice shakes too, but I do my best with what I can manage. He nods gently and does what I say while I quickly rip out another string of cloth from my sleeve. More collected, I wrap his wound and help him stand. Because I know that Okita can be stubborn sometimes, I throw his good arm over my shoulder -forcing him to lean on me- before he can object.

"We need to get you back to Yamazaki-san quickly", I say with obvious concern, but Okita doesn't seem to share the same urgency.

"I'm okay. I won't die from an arrow wound to the shoulder", he says half-jokingly, but I don't seem to find his joke funny at all right now. I give the most admonishing glare I can.

"You might not die from the wound, but what if the arrow had poison too?"

"It's all right. I don't think it did. I don't feel dizzy or anything like that", Okita tries to coax me. I open my mouth to protest, but I finally figure out that I'm probably coming across as a nag. Finally after a few moments, Nagakura and Heisuke rush to us.

"Are you all right, Souji?!", Heisuke asks frantically.

"Shut up. I'm not dead yet, now am I?", Okita teases. I immediately tell Nagakura and Heisuke all that had happened.

"Dammit… Right when that bastard was about to talk too. Someone just _had_ to shoot him", Nagakura grumbles about the smuggler's death.

"Someone must not have wanted him to talk about the people involved in this trade", he continues.

"Well yeah. If they're shipping all those weapons, you'd think they'd be preparing for war", Heisuke adds. _War?_ The idea sounds absurd. There hasn't been a war in centuries, so why now of all peaceful times?

"Who'd want to start a war?", I ask aloud, but no one has the answer.

* * *
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* * *

><p>Chapter 9: The Undeterminable<p>

The battle at the Cove ended with success for the Shinsengumi. They were able to stop the trade before the smugglers shipped anything. Although the higher ups of the western military hold a very strong grudge against them, even _they_ have a superior who thinks differently. Lord Matsuda, the feudal lord who presides over Onoria, is just thankful that someone stopped the smugglers, even if it was the Shinsengumi. Because of that, he rewarded them with a good amount of cash, and the people started to view the Shinsengumi with better regard.

But success wouldn't have been possible without a price to pay.

A problem with the mission was that the Shinsengumi couldn't uncover whom the smuggled weapons were being shipped to. Out of the nearly forty smugglers that were there, all died but the one who had surrendered to Okita, and just before he was going to reveal that vital piece of information, a mysterious assassin shot him dead with an arrow. The assassin even took the time to aim for Okita's shoulder. If he had aimed a few inches lower from Okita's shoulder, he could've killed him by shooting his heart. But Okita's alive, and that's what really matters.

Casualties were small on the Shinsengumi's part; only three were injured, including Okita. Yamazaki and I were able to remove most of the poison in the wounded's system, but Okita refused to let us treat him. He insisted that he wasn't poisoned, and he only allowed Sanan to treat his arrow wound. We monitored him for several days, and as it turns out, Okita will recover just fine.

Still, I'm worried about him, so I constantly go to his room to help with anything from bringing him tea to cleaning his room. I offer several times to let me inspect his wound, but he just refuses or turns the situation into a joke for him.

One night, I bring him a cup of water just before he goes to bed.

"Here's your water", I say as I hand him the cup while sitting next to his futon.

"Thanks. Oh, that reminds me. I have something for you", he says with a smile.

"Huh?", just as I'm about to ask him what he'd meant, he gets up from the futon and walks in front of his closet.

"Please wait, Okita-san! You shouldn't move around too much!"

"It's all right. I'm just grabbing something really quick", he says as he reaches deep into the closet where no one would even dare to look. After a minute, he finally pulls out something black.

"Here", he holds out the object to me. In his hand is an elegant sword unlike any other I've ever seen before. My reluctant hands eventually reach for it to observe it more closely. It's not just a sword; it's a kodachi to be more specific. The scabbard to it is a slick black color with an intricate gold pattern on the end. I then take a closer look at the haft. It's the same gold as the design on the scabbard, and it has a hole on the end where a short group of red threading is tied to. The antique kodachi is obviously not an average kodachi.

"I-I can't have this. This looks very valuable. After all, it's not everyday you see a sword as elegant as this one", I try to hand the sword back to Okita, but he simply shakes his head.

"It's okay, that sword isn't really a big deal to me anyway. It's been sitting in my closet for a really long time, unused too. That sword is more valuable in your possession rather than mine", he insists while giving me a look that says he won't take no for an answer.

"But I don't know the first thing about wielding a sword…", and neither do I care to learn, but I reserve my opinions. Weapons have never fascinated me and learning the ability to wield a sword just doesn't seem right to me. Though I'm hardly capable of ever killing someone, I would never want to raise a sword in front of anyone. A sword is a tool for killing; I don't want that kind of device in my hands.

"Well I guess you better learn", Okita chuckles at me. In response, I grumble a little. I'll probably never see the day when I can win an argument against him.

"If you had this sword for a really long time, then why haven't you used it?", I ask.

"First of all, I prefer longer swords. Besides, I got a set of my own. Can't see why I would still need that kodachi", he explains.

"…Then why are you giving it to me?", I ask the question that's been bothering me ever since Okita pulled out the kodachi. He remains silent for a moment as he settles back into his futon again.

"Hmm… Well, if you're going out on patrol with us, then you'll need it to defend yourself. You can rely on us to protect you all you want, but truth is, you'll never know when you'll _have_ to use it", he explains.

"So that means…I _have_ to learn how to fight", I say not all too enthusiastically.

"Correct", he smiles impishly, obviously finding my reaction amusing. Knowing that protesting is useless, I sigh and lay the sword beside me.

"…But I've done nothing to deserve this sword, it wouldn't be right for me to take it from you", I say shyly.

"Heh? You're acting like I'm giving you a wedding present", Okita comments.

"T-That's not true! Ah, um… It's just that…I've just been a guest here, so…", I run out of things to say because I'm already too flustered.

"Quit berating yourself. It's getting kinda annoying. Besides, you've been a big help, more than what you realize", Okita somewhat scolds me.

"…I have?"

"God you're slow. Wasn't it _you_ who discovered about the smuggling affair at the Cove? Sure, you found that out by disobeying me, but you still managed to be useful to us. And you're going to keep being useful to us when you help us find Kodo-san", he states almost harshly, but I understand that he's only trying to help me. I fall silent, realizing that Okita's right. To hear him –of all people- acknowledging me, I begin to feel a small sense of pride burn within my chest.

"I'll do my best", I smile confidently this time, and Okita chuckles lightly at me.

"Oh. By the way, how did you even come across this sword? Not only is it fancy, but I could hardly imagine a noble owning a sword like this one…", I fall silent again when I suddenly realize that I'm unnecessarily extending my time here in Okita's room.

"Geez, for a second I thought I'd have to hear you talk all night. But since I'm in a good mood, I guess I can tell you a short story", he gives me a small grin. _At least he's not lecturing me…_

"If you're tired, I can just leave…", I begin to shuffle to stand up, but Okita gestures me to stay in place.

"You already woke up the bear, might as well fight it", he rolls his eyes at me playfully, and without much of another choice I fall silent and wait for his story. I won't admit out loud, but I'm actually really curious to hear his story. Seeing that I won't say another word, Okita finally settles comfortably and begins to recount his past.

"I was around sixteen when Kondou-san, Hijikata-san, Inoue-san, and me all lived together back in the South. Kondou-san managed a small dojo, so more often than not, we all had to take up small jobs to sustain the dojo. For a job one day, I had to help this old man pack up a few of his things, but unfortunately he didn't have money to pay me. So instead of cash, he gave me that short-sword"

"…Were you all right with that? If the sword was useless to you, why did you accept it?", I don't want to interrupt, but I find that I can't control my sudden interest with his past.

"I wasn't all that thrilled to hear that I wasn't getting paid, but neither did I want to start something that would be annoying to deal with. And back then, I thought I would just sell the sword", he answers without getting irritated at me.

"…But you didn't sell it. You've kept it all this time…", I note the obvious.

"That old man told me a pretty weird story about that sword, so in the end I couldn't get rid of it", he then smiles when he studies my eager reaction to hear more.

"Just like you said, that's no ordinary sword. It's an _eastern_ sword. I don't think you need me to explain that sword's worth, right?" he goes on, and I nod in understanding.

The East was a rich and mysterious country. From the stories I've heard, the East was once the center of all power. As to how the country became a powerful nation, nobody really knows, but those questions were washed away when chaos struck the East. A civil war divided the country, and eventually the easterners fought until their own demise. The North –as the neighboring country- intervened, putting an end to the war. As a result, everything in the East was eliminated. All that remains of it is dirt, rubble, and ash.

The West and South weren't too pleased that North decided to pass judgment on the easterners, claiming that the North killed thousands of innocents. But the North justified its actions by stating that the East corrupted everything; they even went as far as saying that easterners were practicing black magic, and they had to be terminated. They also stated that the civil war in the East would begin to spread to other nations if they allowed it to continue.

Now, anything eastern that has survived the catastrophe is _very_ valuable, especially in the black market.

"Besides the sword being eastern, the old man who gave it to me said that the sword has a special power. The sword has a companion, which is an identical katana. By fate, if those swords are ever separated, they're destined to find each other, no matter the odds. But that charm only works if one sword is in the hands of the rightful owner. I've had no luck finding the missing katana, so I guess that means I'm not the true owner of the swords. Maybe you'll have more luck than I did", Okita finally finishes his story. I pick up the kodachi and hold it close to my chest.

"So you've kept this sword to see if that charm really worked… I know it's just a fairy-tale you just told me, but how would the swords meet again?", I decide to drag the conversation further. If I'm going to be the new owner of the kodachi, I suppose it's best for me to learn everything about it, even if it involves myths and legends.

"It's all mumbo jumbo, but I guess it has something to do with that red-stringy stuff on the sword. Have you ever heard any stories about of the Red String of Fate?", Okita asks me.

"My father had told me some before", I say while recalling memories of nights when Father would tell me stories before I went to bed.

"Well, legends say that the Red String of Fate connects us to certain people that will be important in our lives. Lovers, mentors, friends, we're all bound to meet someday in the future. Perhaps that's the 'power' that sword has…", Okita responds.

"…Thank you for the sword, Okita-san. I'll treasure it", I bow gratefully for both the sword and the story.

"Yeah, yeah. Just be sure to learn how use it while you're here, or else _I_ might have to use it to cut you down", Okita threatens lightheartedly. At his words, I perk up quickly.

"Y-Yes!", I agree nervously, and I stand up, ready to storm out of the room.

"My, my. You sure are quick to disregard me", Okita pouts childishly while feigning sadness. I let out an exasperated sigh and bow once more.

"I'll leave you to rest now. Goodnight, Okita-san"

"Now was that so hard?", he giggles more like a trouble-making child.

"Hope you don't have any scary dreams about ghosts coming to get you", and with that he sends me off. Now I have to worry about not hearing one of his famous ghost stories that everyone's so afraid of. _He'll never let me sleep in peace for one night…_

…The next several days go by smoothly, and as it turns out, Okita's condition was improving. Because the men haven't went out to celebrate their success at the Cove, they're taking advantage of Okita's good health and bringing him out with them. I was planning on staying at headquarters, but Heisuke, Harada, and Nagakura convinced both Hijikata and me to let me come along too.

We are going to the red-light district of Onoria, to be more specific, "Keiko's", the bar that I've heard so many stories about, most of them involving Heisuke, Harada, and Nagakura. I'm not sure whether to be nervous or excited, but the rest of the captains seem to be in high spirits.

"Hey, Chizuru-chan! You're definitely gonna have a lot of fun with us tonight!", Nagakura throws one of his huge arms over my shoulder as we all make our way to the bar. Perhaps he saw my doubt, and now he's trying to cheer me up. I give my best attempt at a laugh, but it comes out more nervously than I had intended it to be.

"C'mon Shinpachi. You're scaring her. You sure don't know the right things to say to woman", Harada reprimands Nagakura jokingly.

"Now you two are being creepy! Chizuru, if they start bothering you, come to me for help, okay?", Heisuke almost literally jumps into our conversation.

"I'll be fine. But thank you, Heisuke-kun", I smile appreciatively.

"Just have fun and relax. Everyone deserves a break, and so do you", Harada encourages me. I nod firmly and walk with an arrogant tilt on my head.

"We better stay sober enough to at least thank Hijikata-san, since he's the one paying for everyone", Harada reminds the other two men.

"Sure, but that doesn't mean we should turn down his rare hospitality. I'll be sure to feed my crying stomach and drink as much sake as I possibly can!", Nagakura exclaims. Harada, Heisuke, and I share a look at Nagakura's choice of the word "crying", before we unsuccessfully try to stifle our laughs and giggles.

"That's right! Thank you Hijikata-san!", Heisuke beams at the man several yards in front of us.

"They do have a point. It's rare that you're treating all of us. Are you trying to impress a _certain someone_?", Okita jeers lightly at the commander.

"What the hell are you talking about?", Hijikata inquires sternly.

"Heh? I thought you were smart enough to figure it out. Guess not", at Okita's response, Hijikata gave one of the coldest scowls I've ever seen.

"Since you so _obviously_ need me to explain things, I'm talking about that geiko who for God knows why she likes hanging around with you", Okita rephrases himself.

"I'm not treating everyone to make a scene for anyone. If you want, _you_ can always pay for everyone else", Hijikata says admonishingly. Any other man would've shut his mouth and swear to never bother Hijikata again; Okita is _not_ that type of man.

"Ha! That'd be too stressful. I'd rather not go grey and bald yet, not to mention cranky", Okita merely shrugs off Hijikata's statement mockingly. Before Hijikata can even yell something back, Saito interrupts.

"We're here"

Everyone's faces –excluding Hijikata- light up as soon as their eyes make contact with the two-story southern building that's impressively decorated. The sign next to the door reads "Keiko's". Red lanterns are hung all around, and even from outside we can all hear the laughs and celebratory conversations going on inside. I wasn't expecting to at first, but now I'm just as excited as the captains –or at least I'm not so worried anymore about being in a bar for the first time.

"All right! Let's go! Hijikata-san's buying, so what're we waiting for?", Nagakura runs past everyone and is the first to arrive at the doorstep. Harada and Heisuke follow along eagerly. I debate about running behind them or not, but that's when I feel a gentle hand on my shoulder.

"Don't worry about holding back. Eat as much as you would like", Saito assures me quietly. I nod in confirmation, while taking in the sight of the bar. _I'm already here, might as well make the most of it…_

We're led to a room, and in no time everyone is feasting. There's so much food on our plates that Nagakura and Heisuke don't even bother to steal from one another as they usually do at meal times. The room we're in is decorated with beautiful shoji doors and windows, and other miscellaneous items give the room a good interior design. But the décor isn't the center of attention. As soon as the sake is poured, everyone's energy seems to boost instead slowing down.

Nagakura, Harada, and Heisuke ingest alcohol like machines, and it doesn't take long for all of them to have flushing faces. Their banter increases, and there's certainly more cheering. They also participate in their own small contests: "who can dance better", "who can sing without slurring any words", "who has the best abnormal talent", "how much food can you fit in your mouth", and many more that my mind can't seem to hold onto.

Saito is quiet drinker, and though he smiles every now and then, he's not trying to get drunk. At least he's relishing everyone's company.

Hijikata –as mentioned in many rumors- is by far the worst drinker. After several shots of sake, the man's face is pink, and it's hard for him to keep a serious face. His words slur _a lot_, and whenever someone tries to tell him to stop drinking before he passes out, he stubbornly waves them off and drinks more in defiance, claiming that he can in fact drink. I know he's having fun, but I fear that tomorrow morning is probably going to awful for him when he has to face his hangover.

Okita likes to drink moderately, but at the same time he neglects his food. He's certainly more talkative and teasing, but he manages to keep himself controlled.

Unlike the men, I…

"Chizuru-chan! Why don't you join us for a toast at least once?!", Nagakura hollers happily from across the room.

"I can't drink", I say in between nervous laughs. I'm trying to have fun with the men, but it's a strange experience for me, seeing as I'm the only sober person in a room full of tipsy and drunk men.

"Huh?! Why not?!", Nagakura retorts.

"I'm only seventeen; you have to be at least eighteen to drink", I try to explain calmly, knowing that I have to be patient with someone who isn't in the proper condition to process information accurately.

"Well listen to me", Nagakura stands up from his spot, and without realizing it, he steps on Heisuke's hand that's resting on the floor.

"OW! Hey! Watch where ya goin', Shinpat-tsuan!", Heisuke wails while clutching his hand, but Nagakura either ignores him, or just simply can't pay attention to him. He then almost trips over a food platter before he finally finds a spot next to me.

"Chizuru-chan, when you grow up, you're comin' drinkin' with me. I'll show ya what it takes to drink like a man", he says with a gleaming smile, despite his alcohol-drenched breath.

"But I'm not a man", I say while trying my hardest not to laugh.

"Why do you have to be so damn picky? Fine, you're boy", Nagakura throws his arms up in surrender.

"Just like an old man, he can't accept the truth", Heisuke tries to whisper to me from across the room, but everyone ends up hearing him, including Nagakura.

"Shut up you little runt! Chizuru-chan's more of man than you anyway, so you've got no right to say that 'bout _me_! Just drink more while I keep talking to this boy", Nagakura yells with squinted eyes and slurred words.

"I'm not a boy either…", I try to explain.

"Huh? Then what the hell are you? A dog? Cat-?!", the list of animals would've continued, but Harada interrupts Nagakura by smacking him on the back of his head.

"Quit being an idiot, Shinpachi. It's not polite to call a woman a dog", Harada tries to lecture Nagakura, despite his own intoxication.

"I never called her a bitch- …Did you say 'woman'?!", at Nagakura's bewilderment, everyone either sighs or laughs until they start crying.

"How could you mistake her for a boy, _again_? After all, she does have the perfect foundation for pretty woman", though Harada speaks to Nagakura, I feel the impact of his words when my cheeks start to burn.

"You're both old perverts! Leave Chizuru alone!", Heisuke steps in for what he thinks is my "rescue". The three men continue to bicker, while the audience watches amusedly. I'm so distracted by everyone that I almost don't notice Okita stand up to leave the room. Apparently I'm not the only one who's paying attention to him.

"Where're you going?", Hijikata tries to ask seriously, but it's difficult not to smile at his bright rosy face.

"I'm just getting some fresh air. If I stay here for too long, I'll get drunk just by smelling everyone's breath", Okita says teasingly, but he doesn't wait to hear Hijikata's response before he leaves the room. Stressed, Hijikata rubs the side of his temple before he lifts his cup to the extremely beautiful geiko so she can fill it with more sake.

It's hard to see it at first, but Hijikata really cares about Okita. When he found out about Okita's injury, he was determined to find the shooter. Then he's always so strict with him; telling him to not stay outside for too long, finish his meals, go to bed early, etc. He's not the best at showing it –considering how he has a cold way of dealing with things-, but he's always worried about Okita, even now when he should be enjoying himself.

"…I'll go check up on him", I offer to Hijikata while preparing to stand.

"You don't need to. I can always go look for him", Saito intervenes calmly.

"Sounds like a good idea", Hijikata agrees, but unlike him I'm not satisfied with the decision. I truly do want look for Okita because I'm worried for him, and after all I've seen and been through these past almost-two months, I want to stay near his side.

"Please stay here Saito-san. You've worked hard, so you should stay and enjoy yourself. It's no trouble for me to look for Okita-san", I insist to both Saito and Hijikata.

"…Then you better get going before you lose him", Hijikata says to my surprise. I thought I was going to have to put up more of fight, but I smile contently and leave the room in search for Okita.

As I walk through the hallways on the first floor, I hear many outbursts of laughter and slurry comments from happy men in all of the rooms. I pass by the occasional server or geiko, who ask me if I need anything, but I say no politely and continue to look for Okita, who I still haven't spotted. The minutes go by, and my search for him isn't proving to be successful in the first floor. The only place left to look is upstairs.

_Would Okita wander off that far…?_ And what if he isn't upstairs; a voice in my head tells me.

_He wouldn't have left the bar on his own, right…?_ I ponder over the possibilities, and I decide it's best to check the second floor before I even think about going outside_. If he's not upstairs, I'll have to tell Hijikata that he's not here._

With a considerable amount of dread starting to travel across my body, I quickly find the staircase, and I have to resist the urge to take the steps two at a time. Once I get to the second floor, I scan the halls for any sign of Okita. Eventually I reach the back hallway, and all of the rooms don't seem to be occupied since there are no candles lit. I begin to confirm that Okita isn't in the second floor, but that's when the corner of my eyes catch sign of a dimly lit room that's all the way at the end of the hallway.

From a distance I can't see very well, so I squint my eyes to get a clearer view of the room. The door is shut, but I'm able to identify the silhouette of man. _Is he Okita?_ The only way to find out the truth is to look inside the room. Without thinking through the situation completely, I start to step toward the room, but then a random thought stops me. _What if the man isn't Okita?_ I'm going to get in a lot of trouble if it isn't Okita because I'll be interrupting someone's privacy.

"No, I'm overthinking things. If it's not Okita-san, I'll just apologize to the person inside"

With that in mind, I proceed with my course to the room.

Knowing my manners, I sit in front of the door and place my hands on the handle. I take a deep breath to collect my voice.

"Excuse me…", I say as I slowly and quietly slide the door open. The space I made is only enough for me to peek inside the room.

"Okita-san…?", I ask to the obscure void. My eyes observe the dim room, and I immediately find the mystery man, who's sitting at the corner next to a candle-stool, drinking his sake in quiet peace.

The man inside is _not_ Okita.

Immediately realizing my mistake, I hastily duck my head out and my hands reach for the door to close it.

"I-I'm so sorry, sir! I didn't mean to disturb you. Um…I mistook you for someone else. Excuse me", the words fly out of my mouth out of sheer embarrassment. I begin to close the door, when-

"Where do think you are running off to?", the deep, flat, and cold voice of the man stops me. His voice is alarming, but that's not what I'm being held down by. It's his eyes. They pierce me like a blade, yet they're not glaring at me. Their color makes my chest tighten with sudden anxiety. I can't move. It's almost as if by looking into the man's eyes, I'm ingesting venom, the kind that paralyzes one's body forever.

I feel like a mouse staring into the eyes of a deadly snake. Red; an important color in nature that signifies danger.

"Enter quickly and shut the door behind you", the man orders me. I finally blink and zap myself to move. _Run away and find the others, or deal with him alone…_, I contemplate my options. _He's probably just going to ask me to apologize properly._ I swallow a whimper that I didn't realize was ready to escape my lips, and follow the man's instructions.

I can't tell if the man is annoyed by my intrusion or not because he continues to relax himself by drinking more sake.

"If you would be so kind, come and pour more sake for me", the man gestures me lazily to sit close to him. _What? Is that his way of having me apologize?_ It's better not to anger or defy him, so I cautiously approach him and take a spot next to the platter in front of him. He lifts his sake cup to me, never taking his smoldering eyes off of me. I fight the urge to bite my lip as I pour sake for him, all while averting his gaze. An almost belligerent smirk crosses his lips as he satisfies himself with his sake.

"Um…I'm sorry for intruding, but I have something to do-", I try to excuse myself to leave, but the man simply ignores my statement.

"What reason do you have for being in place such as this? It is not what I would call an ideal place for a woman to enjoy herself", the man comments. My eyes widen at his statement. _He saw through my disguise!_

"…I came here with several friends", I try not to emphasize the topic of my gender. At my response, the man chuckles mockingly.

"_'Friends?' _Do you mean those pesky humans? You have much to learn about their vulgarity", the man says amusedly. Automatically I thin my lips and furrow my brows. I don't appreciate his arrogant tone, nor do I understand why he's being so hypocritical by berating "humans". I study him more to uncover the source of his egotistical attitude.

The man is strikingly handsome, despite his frightening crimson eyes -but even his eyes shine like expensive rubies close to the candlelight. He has short golden-blonde hair, and his features are slender and lean, but toned. He's wearing a white southern kimono and a dark haori, but his clothes are those that a noble would wear. A fancy western katana sits by his side. Whoever this man is, he's wealthy and must have some sort of power over people. Perhaps that's why he has a condescending aura to him.

"This isn't the right place to meet. There are drunken humans everywhere, and their paranoia toward us grows in that disgusting state, especially when two of our kin are together", the man says as he continues to drink his sake leisurely. _"Our kin?" What is he talking about? I can't worry about that now, I still have to worry about finding Okita._

"Um, I think you might have mistaken me for someone else, so I better go…", I try to leave once again, but this time the man's gaze narrows at me.

"My eyes don't deceive me. Perhaps it is _you_ who is mistaken. Yukimura is your family name, is it not?", the man's baritone voice gets even deeper. _How does he know my family name?! I've never met him before in my life, so how could he know that? Maybe he knows something about Father!_

"Y-Yes. My name is Yukimura Chizuru. But how did you know that?", I ask while suppressing my eagerness and nervousness.

"All oni know of the Yukimura oni clan of the East. That kodachi you carry with you is proof enough of your lineage", he answers curtly, but seriously nonetheless. His eyes leave mine momentarily to regard the sword at my hip.

"_'Oni?'_ Are you joking with me? And what does my sword have to do with my name?", I do my best to contain my frustration, but my voice progressively gets louder. _What on earth is this man saying? Why is he talking about mythical creatures? And how could he possibly know anything about the sword that Okita had only given me a few days ago?_ _Also, why does he say my family is from the East?_

The man suddenly stands up and nears toward me; his focused eyes never leave mine. His actions resemble those of a stalking lion. Fear starts to take over my body, so I stand up abruptly and take two very large steps back away from him.

"I see… So you are unaware", even from a distance, the man's voice is chilling to my spine. An interested and amused smirk plays on his face; it's almost predatory to be precise.

"Very well… Then I shall show you our power", as soon as those words leave his lips, the atmosphere in the room changes. A breeze that didn't exist before now swirls gently around us, and it gradually gets stronger. _How is that possible?_ Not a single door or window is open… The wind eventually blows out the candles, only allowing the moonlight to seep through the door.

It chills my skin, yet my body temperature feels hot, and an unexpected surge of adrenaline runs through my veins rapidly. However, I can hardly focus on my surroundings or myself. My wide eyes can't look away from the man in front of me. His lips curl up into a wicked smile and his eyes start to _glow_. But they're no longer red anymore. Almost as bright as the sun itself, his eyes spark into a fluorescent gold. _What am I looking at? _An angel or a demon? I can't tell.

What appear to be blue flames encircle us, dancing gracefully around us, and flourishing in the wind. For reasons I can't explain, the flames are both hot and cold, but they don't burn our flesh. I want to scream for help, but the sight of what's happening around me takes my breath away. My eyes trail back to the mystical man.

Unlike me, he's more optimistic and _alive_. I gasp as I watch the roots of his hair begin to change. Gracefully and smoothly, his golden-blonde color vanishes and is replaced by luminous silvery-white hue. The man becomes a representation of day and night. His eyes are as hot and bright as the sun, and his hair is as cool and serene as the beautiful moon.

I don't know what to make of him. Should I fear for my life or rejoice? As I begin to wonder what I should do, a catch a glimpse of my bangs flying in front of my face. I wouldn't have been bothered by it, but I notice that there's something different about my hair. It's not the dark, almost-jet-black color it should be. It's _white_.

This time I shriek, and I almost fall back on my rear, but that's when the door roughly slides open.

"What're you doing in here?", a familiar lighthearted voice breaks through the madness and glory. My head almost snaps when I turn to find the owner of the voice. It's Okita, looking at me blankly as if we were just having a casual conversation.

"Huh?", my eyes fly back to the mysterious man. His white hair and golden eyes have returned to their previous color, and he's looking back at Okita with a small dangerous smirk. That's when I notice that the wind and flames have seceded, as if they were never there to begin with. I quickly grab the end of my hair and pull it forward to examine it. It's dark again. _What the…? What just happened?_

"O-Okita-san, how did you find me?", I have no idea what to ask aloud, so I begin with whatever question I can blurt out.

"I was walking around in the hallway and then I heard your voice nearby, seemed pretty panicked if you ask me. Now, what're _you _doing here?", Okita repeats his question.

"After you left, I went to look for you, and I thought you were here and, well…", I'm not sure how to explain the rest of my story, but my eyes land on the stranger in front of me. He seems amused by my story, but there's no denying that his eyes are glowering at Okita. On the other hand, Okita seems unfazed by the terrifying gaze, and merely glances at the sake that apparently was spilled during...whatever the stranger was doing.

"Kinda weird to have a kid poor sake for you, hmm? That could send mixed messages, you know?", though Okita's voice is playful, I easily recognize that lethal glint in his eyes when he's about to kill someone.

"All you idiotic maggots misinterpret our actions. Okita, wasn't it?", the man doesn't cower in Okita's presence.

"So you do have a brain. Don't you have someone's ass to kiss up to, Kazama?", Okita's hostility is plainly audible. I've seen him provoke opponents for fun, but now I see that he's genuinely irritated, despite his wolfish grin. _So they know each other…_

"…I've seen enough for tonight. I'll leave this woman in your care, _for now_…", the man known as Kazama pays no attention to Okita's jest as he makes his way past him and leaves the room. But just before he disappears from sight, his scarlet eyes find me.

"We'll continue our conversation soon enough. I'll return for you, bear that in mind", even from far away, his words brush across my cheek like dangerous caress. I look at anything but him, and I relax somewhat when I know that he's gone.

"What did he want with you?", all playfulness ceases from Okita's voice as his brows furrow at me. Now I'm in trouble with him.

"…I'm not really sure myself", I say earnestly. My answer doesn't do much to ease the tension between Okita and me.

"…You didn't have to look for me. I can handle myself just fine", he says irritably, almost like a pouting child. _Is that why he's mad at me? Because he thinks that I'm treating him like a kid?_

"Well…I _wanted_ to look for you, not because I think you needed my help or anything. I was just…", I was worried for him, but I can hardly tell him that, and I'm worried that whatever I might say to him will have a negative outcome in our relationship –whatever it is. Okita's face softens, as if he's taking the time to process my words, but he falls silent. In a dark room alone with him, the air grows heavy and the silence is almost suffocating.

"Um… Thank you, for helping me with that man", I try to change the topic.

"You mean Kazama? Don't really like him much anyway, especially after he tried to keep you all to himself", Okita finally grins at me, and I smile back knowing that he's in a better mood now.

"Who exactly _is_ Kazama?", I naturally ask about the man with many questions to answer about him. I would have rather asked, "_What_ is Kazama?", but I'm afraid of the answer. A frown appears on Okita's lips.

"He's a rich guy from around here. His family had always lived in the West, but he often keeps to himself. However, Lord Matsuda seems to be fond of him, since he drags him around like a bodyguard. Don't know why, though", Okita explains.

"Anyway, the Shinsengumi met him last year at the Dawn of Light festival, and lets just say he isn't too fond of us outsiders. Then again, he isn't much of a social butterfly to begin with", he says.

"…I…wouldn't hang around him if you ever see him again", he suggests –more like commands- seriously.

"Why?", I blurt without thinking.

"…Because I don't like the way he looked at you", the deadly glint returns to his eyes, but now I understand why. He was never mad at _me_, he was angry that someone like Kazama was near me. I just don't why he would show that type of concern for me.

"Next time he or some other creep tries to get near you, just scream, okay?", his brows relax a little.

"I was getting ready to scream… But if it ever happens again, I'll scream for you", I assure him with a small grin of my own. Okita returns my grin with a perfect smile.

"Good girl", he gives me a quick pat on the head with his good arm, and begins to turn for the door.

"Well I gotta walk you back to the party to make sure you don't bump into any more trouble. Sometimes I think you're a lure for it", he teases me lightly.

"Hey! If I'm a lure for it, then that means your trouble all the same if you're with me now!", I rebut back as I follow him through halls.

"Can't argue there. I wouldn't get too cozy with me if I were you", Okita snickers.

"No, I don't think you're that much trouble. I don't mind having you close by", I say what I feel naturally about Okita. Even if he's threatened me since the night I met him, I admit that I do feel safer when I'm around him.

"Hmm… That's quite a confession, don't you think?", Okita says with both mischievous eyes and a quirky grin. It's only after his sly comment that I realize my earlier statement sounded more serious than I had intended it to be. Almost like he pulled the trigger, my face burns ten shades darker.

"I-I didn't mean it like that! I was-! Uh… Um…", I shut myself up when I realize I'm blabbering. However, I rather deal with Okita embarrassing me than have to spend another second with Kazama.

That man isn't normal. I've seen him turn into a majestic and frightening being all at once. Then I saw my hair turn white… That _has_ to be a part of my imagination. I just don't know what to say about Kazama's remarks about my family and sword. He was also trying to say that I'm a part of his "kin"-

_No. My name is Yukimura Chizuru. I'm a normal girl from South, and my life is ordinary. There's nothing extraordinary about me…_

…The torture that Okita put me through ended when we finally arrive back at our designated room. What we find doesn't surprise us, especially considering that we're looking at Harada and Nagakura. The two muscular men are shirtless, and more maiko fill the room to gawk at Harada. The men are apparently having a flexing contest, and from the women's cheers, it's Harada that's winning, despite Nagakura having more muscle. Heisuke laughs hysterically as a part of the audience while also stuffing his face with rice balls. Saito is trying very hard to wake up a sleeping Hijikata –the sake must have gotten the best of him-, and the beautiful geiko that's next to the commander giggles beautifully at his expense.

The festive night goes on, and Okita and I decide it's best for us to go home early before jealous men try to compete for the maiko's attention with Harada and Nagakura –apparently they become increasingly violent when they've had too much to drink. And after my encounter with Kazama, I want to rush back to headquarters as soon as possible. Plus, I want Okita to get the rest he needs for his wound.

…Finally Okita and I make it back to headquarters safe and sound. As usual, I bring him a cup of water before he goes to bed, and we chit-chat for a while before it's time for the both of us to turn in for the night.

I yawn as I make my way to my room.

"It's been a really long night", and I wanted it to end, a voice in my head adds. My hand nonchalantly lands on my hip, and I suddenly realize I forgot something.

"My kodachi! I must have left it in Okita's room…"

And there's my new problem: to go back to retrieve my sword and wake Okita up -not to mention that he certainly won't let me hear the end of me forgetting the weapon that_ he_ gave me.

"Maybe he hasn't fallen asleep yet, better to get it now anyway…"

Quickly and stealthily, I run back to Okita's room. I notice from outside that there's no candle or lantern lit, so he's most likely asleep by now. But I'm already here, and I'm determined to get my sword back. _Oh! What if I sneak in quietly without waking him up and grab my sword?! He'll never know I was there! _My plan sounds so brilliant in my head that I decide to follow through with it.

Fearing that even my soft breathing can be enough to wake Okita, I hold my breath and reach to slide open the door. I'm extremely careful about my movements, being sure that I blend in with my surroundings. Slowly and quietly, I slide open the door and step inside on my tiptoes…

Much to my bad luck, Okita is awake and staring directly at me. But there's no triumphant grin on his part…

Instead, he's looking at me with the most shocked expression I've ever seen from him. His mouth is dropped, and his eyelids are as high up as they can possibly go. Regrettably, it doesn't take me long to realize why he's so surprised to see me.

Despite the dim moonlight seeping through the window of his room, I can still visibly see that Okita is shirtless, exposing his perfectly sculpted body to me. But it's not the sight of him shirtless that almost throws me off edge and almost has me crying out in fear and confusion.

"How…?", I begin to whisper, but I'm too lost to even gather my scattered thoughts.

There should be bandages covering Okita's left shoulder, hiding the arrow wound he got nearly two weeks ago.

…But there's nothing on his shoulder.

And that's just it.

I repeat it over and over in my head; there's _nothing_ on his shoulder.

Not even the tiniest scratch is apparent on the perfect skin of his shoulder.

* * *

><p><strong>More cliffhangers! HAHAHA! Next chapter we'll see what Okita has to say to Chizuru about his missing wound, so stay tuned! I apologize if there were any errors I might have missed throughout the text, but I hope you enjoyed this chapter nonetheless.<strong>

**Please leave a review and tell me what you guys think! I highly encourage it because it _does_ have an impact on how I write future chapters.**

**Thank you for your continued support for this story, and as always, have an awesome day!**


	11. Chapter 10: Unexpected Company

**Sorry it's been a while, but I hope you guys enjoy!**

* * *

><p>Chapter 10: Unexpected Company<p>

_Okita is a good man. He wouldn't hurt me unless he was ordered to, right?_

I'm desperately trying to convince myself that Okita isn't a bad person, but the expression on his face can beg to differ.

His surprise to see me lasts no longer than a second, and then I see his eyes ablaze with the urge to hunt. I don't know how I should react. Should I scream? Or should I trust that Okita wouldn't hurt me? Nevertheless, I'm so shocked that my body can't move, and Okita is smart enough to take advantage of my paralyzed state.

With lightning speed, he launches himself off of his futon and lunges toward me. _I can't even gasp… _

I watch wide-eyed and idly as Okita's long arms encircle around me, and not in a pleasant way. One of his hands blocks my mouth to prevent me from crying out, and his other arm shuts the door behind me before pulling my back closer to his chest. My instinctive reaction is to grab his arms to pry them off of me, but to no avail. I squirm under his hold and begin to muffle sounds against his hand. _Okita is a good man… _I keep reminding myself of that thought, but in truth I have no idea what to expect from the man gripping me tightly. Even so, within the calamity, I can't help but notice the direct heat my back is receiving from his radiating bare chest. _Why am I thinking about this now of all times?_

"Calm down…", Okita whispers to my ear. Knowing that fighting against him is pointless, I freeze. _If he were really injured, he wouldn't be able to grab me like this…_

After several quiet moments, neither of us move.

"If you say a word, I'll kill you. Understand?", he threatens me. _What?! What's so important about his missing wound that he has to kill me for it?! _The questions that come to mind are endless, but neither of them matter if I die. Because there isn't any other choice, I nod solemnly in agreement.

Finally, Okita releases me. His heat quickly disappears, leaving my back cold with a feeling of…hollowness. Despite that, I immediately put some space between us, but I can easily sense that he isn't through with me yet. I stay put in his room and bite my lip nervously to prevent myself from saying anything stupid that could get me killed.

The silence between us remains. At this point, I'm just waiting for something –_anything_- to happen. Okita gazes at me with a calm, but cold expression. I constantly find myself wanting to look away from his eyes, but if I do I'll almost certainly look at his unscathed shoulder again. _Just say something, Okita!_ Every second the silence is progressed, my anxiety grows along with it. _That's it. I can't take this anymore!_

"Um-", I begin but-

"When did I say you could talk?", Okita almost spits his question. I've seen Okita upset several times, but not many things can enrage him. I guess tonight I'll finally see how he looks at that stage –not that I'm looking forward to it.

_What's going on?! Why is Okita's wound missing?_

"I suppose you've got a lot of questions…", Okita –as usual- reads my mind. I nod slowly. Somewhat surprisingly, he laughs softly.

"Man, you're easier to read than an open book, you know?", he grins at me as I start to wonder what happened to the other Okita who was gripping me tightly with anger.

_I _do_ know_, I answer his question mentally.

"…Guess there's no helping it. Come here and sit", Okita instructs while taking a seat on his futon. He pats the empty spot in front of him on the futon, encouraging me to oblige. Cautiously I do as I'm told, and wait for him to begin talking.

"What I'm about to tell you… You can't tell anyone else, even if you have to die protecting this secret. Got that?", something in his tone seems off. Even with his normal grin, nothing can hide the small amount worry and dread reflected in his eyes. _If he's behaving like this…that can only mean that his "secret" isn't a laughing matter…_

"You and I… Perhaps we're not so different after all…", his words compel me to think back to my first week with him. The night he rescued me from those masked men, ironically, he was also threatening me for lying about my healing ability. Then after we found Doctor Matsumoto's letter, he promised he wouldn't say anything about my secret so long as I didn't say anything about it to anyone else.

Suddenly, I have an idea that can possibly explain all of his past actions that revolve around my secret.

"Your wounds heal quickly. Not by a week or more, but in days, maybe less depending on the severity of the wound", though I'm aware I shouldn't talk, I can't hold my tongue any longer. To my surprise, Okita doesn't scold me for my outburst.

"…Yeah, you're exactly right", he answers in a soft, distant voice. Now it all makes sense. The reason why Okita was so desperate to keep my secret hidden from everyone else was because he shares it as well.

"How long have you been able to regenerate like that?", he goes on to ask me.

"…I've probably been able to heal like that since I was born, but I haven't begun to notice it until I was a child", I keep my voice as soft as a whisper to avoid anyone overhearing our conversation. But everyone is either still at Keiko's or asleep, nevertheless, I'm not willing to risk my chances.

"What about you? When did you notice you're healing ability?", I ask the same question in return. Okita furrows his brows to go into pensive thinking, but I can't help but notice that he's hesitant to answer me. His gaze breaks away from mine, almost –if not- intentionally.

"Same as you…I guess", he answers with exaggerated nonchalance and finally meets my gaze again with a small grin. Perhaps I should ask him to explain in more detail about his past, but I get the feeling that I would be pushing his invisible boundaries if I do.

"…Does anyone else know about your…condition?", I go on about a slightly different topic.

"Only Sanan-san. Other than him, I'm sure that nobody else knows", he answers seriously. Of course, how did I forget? If my memory recalls correctly, Okita only allowed Sanan to treat his "wound". As to why Sanan knows Okita's secret, that's something my mind can't put together.

"Can you trust Sanan-san to keep your secret?", I ask worryingly.

"Well I have to, because he sorta found out about me…accidentally. The moment I start losing trust in him, I'll just simply kill him to shut him up", Okita answers with his usual sardonic smile. _How can he talk about killing his own comrade?!_

"Okita-san!", I begin to reprimand him, but he shrugs and waves his hands at me dismissively.

"C'mon, I'm only kidding. If anything, Sanan-san is the trustworthy one out of all of us. He knows that my skills are valuable to the Shinsengumi…to Kondou-san…so he isn't going to rat me out. Besides, a lot of our superiors would freak out if they found out someone like me is involved in the western military. Especially northerners around here; they get really…_superstitious_ about this kind of stuff", he explains. I have no doubts that Sanan is a good person, but he'll put the welfare of the Shinsengumi in front of everything else, and that includes Okita and me. He might be protecting Okita's secret because he's an asset, I -on the other hand- am only valuable to search for my father, and that investigation has given us no leads on my father's whereabouts. If it comes down to it, Sanan will easily sacrifice me to protect the Shinsengumi.

"Does Sanan-san…know about me?", I choose my words carefully.

"I haven't told him anything, so I doubt it. But Sanan-san's a smart guy. If you act suspiciously, it won't take him long to figure out that you're just like me", Okita takes on a more serious demeanor.

"Wait…so you're not going to tell him?", I lift a brow at him. He looks at me for moment, probably considering what words to use, but his expression looks as though he took a bite out of something sour.

"…Let's just say it's better if he doesn't know…", the look on his face says that he isn't going to explain himself about that statement, but perhaps it's for the best.

"So what happens now…?", I ask the most important question.

"Nothing special. Like you never saw or heard anything", Okita is quick to answer.

"Huh?", I blurt blankly. _Wasn't he threatening to kill me a moment ago? How can we treat this as "nothing special"? _Seeing my confusion, Okita sighs heavily.

"Look, if we pretend like tonight never happened, no one should suspect anything. _If _you do or say something that could bring unwanted attention, I might just have to kill you after all. You get where I'm going with this, right?", his wolfish grin returns along with a set of cold, distant eyes. I've heard him threaten me so many times, and I thought I could never get used to it. But right now…it seems as though he'd rather not take action on his own words.

If only I'd remembered to pick up my sword, I would've never been faced to discover Okita's secret, which yet again put a barrier between us that I thought was at last crumbling down. At the same time, however, I'm the second person that knows of his vital secret. If he wanted to, he could've disposed me, but he's choosing to trust me, or at least keep an eye on me so I don't slip up. Perhaps our friendship isn't totally ruined. In return, I don't want to be a burden to him.

"Okita-san…I promise I won't tell anyone about your wound", I say in all earnestness. He shouldn't have to feel pressured about keeping my mouth shut. After all, I don't want anything horrible to happen to him. I won't be able to sleep easily for the rest of my life if I cause him irrevocable damage.

His keen eyes watch me for a long time, perhaps searching for any sign of doubt –doubt in which he will not find in me.

"Easy for you to say. This is your secret too. If I go down, so do you", _parts_ of his words are true. If anyone else finds out about his secret, my own becomes at risk of being discovered too. Still…

"Even if it wasn't, I still wouldn't say a word", I state more determinedly.

"Why?", the harshness in Okita's tone is almost enough to have me jump due to being startled.

"You shouldn't concern yourself over me", his eyes narrow irritably, holding me in place without escape, yet I'm not afraid.

"Of course I do!", _I _almost make myself jump by almost yelling. Now I'm tempted to clap my hands over my mouth -suddenly realizing that I was too loud, but I already spoke out. _Can't keep quiet now, _especially since my outburst drew out a wide-eyed gaze from Okita. Both of us are speechless, but it's obvious that _I _have to be the one to explain myself.

"…Um, sorry. I think I misheard you", Okita says in between small, nervous laughs.

"You didn't. I _do_ worry about you", the words are out my lips before my mind realizes. _Why did I say that? I really don't have a filter sometimes…_ Nevertheless, the words are true.

"Um, I don't really know why, but…I can't just _forget_ this happened", I pause, desperately looking for the scrambled words to use. It's…_hard_ to explain my own feelings that I can't even understand.

"…If this is a secret we both share, then _of course_ it worries me. And I don't mean for just my sake alone… You're just as important", I say with all honesty, so much so that I even sound a little stern.

"You've already done so much for me. So please, don't shut me out. If there's anything I can do to help you, then please let me know. I really want to help", my voice rises again, and I keep my head up in defiance. I don't want to carry on like nothing happened. I might have to pull that façade in front of others, but I want to be active in helping Okita –at least when no one else is around. It may be risky for the two of us, but sitting around and not contributing in some way sounds entirely worse.

"…You're a strange girl", Okita snickers softly. _Oh no, he's not going to want my help…_ Slowly I begin to feel the uncomfortable knot of defeat in my stomach. Then Okita's lips pull back into a warm smile, one that I've seen several times but never directed at me until now. Even with a twisting knot in my gut, his smile –for a reason I can't fathom- cajoles my heart to flutter.

"If you insist, then do as you wish…so long as nobody else gets dragged into this", I hear his words but struggle to grasp his message. It takes me a moment, but after I thoroughly process what he said, the weight that had been pushing down on my chest is gone.

"I will", I boast as a stupid smile plasters my face, but neither do I care. _Not all is lost with him, then. _At that thought, I feel both content and relieved.

"Well to start, you can begin by being a good girl and getting yourself to bed", Okita says blithesomely as he hands me the kodachi that I'd forgotten in the first place. I grab the sword, doing my best not to guiltily frown, before fastening it back to my hip. Reluctantly, I stand up to leave. Our conversation had ended on a good note, so I want to extend the time I have with Okita. Then again, after all that happened tonight it's no surprise that I'm exhausted. _I suppose there's always tomorrow to talk to Okita…_

…After saying goodnight to Okita, returning to my room, and settling in bed, my thoughts are preventing me from entering a deep stage of sleep. I keep thinking about that strange man called Kazama, and of course Okita.

I don't know what I saw with Kazama. Sometimes I like to think that what I saw was a strange illusion or hallucination, but I know that my eyes weren't playing tricks against me. Not only was what I saw strange, but also the things Kazama said to me were so bizarre. He knew my family name, and he claimed that my sword was connected to my background. _Then he went on about "our kin" being oni…_ Dozens of questions washed over my brain, but I can't seem to focus on a single one.

I shake my head defiantly.

_Why should I have to listen to anything he said? My name is Yukimura Chizuru. I'm just a medic's daughter from the South. I'm ordinary…_

I know I'm not "ordinary", but I want to believe that I am. If I repeat that thought in head continuously, I might very well make it true. However, my encounter with Okita is solid proof that I'm not a mundane girl. Before, I used to think that my "ability" would repel people away from me, but now I'm sure that the consequences of it could be much dire. Not only could Okita and I face exile from the Shinsengumi, but also military superiors or "superstitious" northerners –as Okita put it- would probably want us eradicated.

Even so, I'm glad that Okita is willing to trust me to keep our secret hidden. And admittedly, it feels good knowing that I'm not alone in this situation. After tonight, I feel as though we've both reached a milestone together. Two months ago I would've cowered in fear had I faced that issue with Okita earlier, but I finally know how to get past my fear of him. I'm aware that Okita isn't the nicest of men, but overtime maybe, I hope to see that kind of warm smile from him again and again.

…Morning came early to me, or I just woke up at the same time as usual and everyone else is deciding to sleep in. With the festivities from last night, it doesn't surprise me that the men's energy is spent.

I don't want any of them to wake up to cook, so the first place I go is to the kitchen to prepare meals for everyone. Knowing that some of the men are probably suffering from headaches, I prepare simple, yet tasty meals to kick-start their stomachs. Once I'm done, I organize the platters neatly and begin to take them to the dining hall. When I'm bringing the fourth platter in, I unexpectedly see Sanan in the room.

"Sanan-san…what're you doing up so early?", I ask a random question while at the same time remembering what Okita had said about him last night.

"Unlike the other men, I had to…take care of several things last night. That's why I was absent from last night's banquet. My energy isn't quite as spent", Sanan smiles at me as he explains his actions. He then takes a quick glance around the room and then to the platter in my hands. It's at that moment when I suddenly realize my greeting to him wasn't proper.

"Oh! Good morning!", I try my best to bow my head without spilling any food. In return, he smiles again. At first glance, anyone can assume that he's a kind man, and I wish I still had that impression of him. But after all I've learned last night, I can't help but be nervous around him.

"I must thank you for working so diligently to prepare us this meal, Yukimura-kun. However, the others must realize that you're our guest. It should be _us_ preparing the meals, not the other way around", he says gratefully and apologetically.

"U-Um it's okay. I don't mind making breakfast", I scold myself mentally for stuttering. I don't want to stand another second longer with Sanan all by ourselves. The Unknown must hear my silent pleas when Inoue –thankfully- enters the room.

"Good morning, you two. I was beginning to think I was the only one up this morning", he greets us kindly. I inwardly sigh with relief.

"Good morning to you too", I smile happily as I set the platter down.

"Even in times of celebration, we must not allow this circumstance to become a daily routine", Sanan thins his lips.

"After today, I'm sure it won't be", Inoue tells the other man.

"Today?", I voice my puzzlement.

"Yes. We are having important guests from both the higher faction and the northern embassy here later this evening", Inoue explains to me.

"After our success at the Cove, it was about time higher officials recognized our efforts. As for the northerners, they are perhaps seeking our services for the future", Sanan adds. _Northerners…here._

Never in my life had I met someone from the North, but everyone is aware of the stereotype. Coming from a prosperous and modern country, northerners are supposedly arrogant and snobbish. They drown themselves with riches without a care in the world. They're pampered for success and groomed to be the epitome of eloquence.

I'm not entirely aware of their foreign involvement, but northerners tend to keep their eyes on the West due to its success with trading. And for those that make residence here, they only live in the northern rim, closer to the ocean that separates the North from the West.

And of course, there was that incident in the East. After that, it's better for the other nations to keep the peace with them to avoid a similar outcome.

But what worries me the most is Okita.

He's attentive to the detail that northerners will tense if they find out about us. To have them here at headquarters as guests isn't comforting to that idea.

"For now, let's worry about waking everyone up for breakfast, as challenging as it may be", Inoue suggests teasingly.

With help from Inoue, we finish setting the rest of the platters and go on to wake the dormant men. Saito had been up early, he's just been in his room polishing his sword with great care. Later Inoue and I find Nagakura, Harada, and Heisuke all in one –messy- room, passed out. To wake them up, Inoue "offered" to wake them up with a cold bucket of water. As hard as it was, the men chose to face daylight rather than icy cold water. Inoue then decided to wake Hijikata up alone, knowing that the Commander would most likely be in a grouchy mood after last night.

Then I have to wake Okita. I nearly run to his room in my eagerness to see him and to tell him about the northerners, but I have to constantly remind myself not to arouse suspicion. Along the way, I bump into Kondou. He offers to accompany me to Okita's room. I want to say no because it's important that I talk to Okita in private first, but I oblige, hoping that Kondou will tell Okita about our "guests".

As I open the door to his room, I'm silently praying that Okita remembered to put on his bandages. The sunlight shines through the opening of the door, which provides a spotlight to the still sleeping man in bed. Restlessly, he turns to his other side, away from the protruding light. _He's not much of a morning person, is he?_

"Rise and shine, Souji! Today's a big day for all of us!", Kondou boasts as he steps inside. Hearing his voice, Okita's head perks up immediately and he shifts back to the other side to face Kondou and me. He blinks several times to adjust to the morning light and finally smiles warmly. _That smile again…_ I can't help but notice.

"Good morning, Kondou-san. Ah, Chizuru-chan's here too", he finally recognizes my presence, his smile still unwavering. I give a quick smile, trying hard not to focus on his mouth and blush at the same time. My eyes wander to the rest of him. The sleeping yukata he has on is disheveled and barely clinging onto him, baring a majority of his chest. If it weren't for his blanket, I can assume that the rest of his garments don't conceal most of his skin. I'm sure I would've gawked, but thankfully I find the beginnings of bandages on his shoulder to keep me distracted.

"Now get dressed for breakfast. We have a lot of things to discuss, and several preparations to make", Kondou tells Okita.

"What's going on?", Okita asks.

"Our superiors, as well as members from the northern embassy, are coming to dine with all of us this evening. That's good news, right?!", much to Kondou's excitement, I can catch the tiniest flicker of dismay in Okita's bright green eyes.

"It certainly is…", Okita smiles, appearing to share Kondou's excitement, but I know he's doing his best to hide his disquiet. Luckily Kondou doesn't notice his uneasiness.

"Oh, Chizuru-chan, would you mind helping me change my bandages?", Okita asks lightheartedly, but only I can hear his urgency.

"Okay", I nod once before I head over to his drawer to pretend to look for new bandages.

"Well I'll see you in few minutes, so be quick", Kondou says before speed walking with barely-contained enthusiasm out of Okita's room. As soon as he's out of eyesight, I quickly shut the door and rush to Okita's bedside.

"What business do northerners have here?", Okita asks me grumpily while sitting up rapidly.

"No one really knows what they want with the Shinsengumi, but the Cove incident caught their attention", I say.

"…Don't go near the dinner party tonight. Do whatever you have to do: clean, sleep, _anything_. Make it up as you go, just don't risk your chances of running into them", Okita shares his concern for me.

"What about you?", I ask out of worry.

"I'll be fine. I've kept my secret hidden for years, so I'm sure that I can pull off one dinner", Okita assures me with a grin. Even with his statement, my nerves are still getting the best of me. I bite my lip as my gaze lowers to the floor.

"You're such a worrywart", without warning, Okita suddenly pats my head and ruffles my hair teasingly while laughing.

"Hey!", I tense, trying to get him to stop. _Great. Now he's making fun of me!_

"Well, you wouldn't be you if you weren't", he chuckles, finally removing his hand from my head. _Is that his way of thanking me? _If it is, then that's enough for me.

He could've brushed me off aside, or called me a nuisance, but he didn't do either of those things. For that reason, my nervousness is replaced by warm happiness and hope.

…The day goes on with a lot of cleaning to prepare for our visitors. All of the chores are finished early, so everyone has a chance to take a bath and get cleaned up for tonight. The soldiers relax a little without the usual daily training, but they were still sent out on patrols, and mainly to pick groceries to please our guests.

There are a lot of preparations for just one night, but knowing the position of our receiving crowd, it's not hard to figure out why the Shinsengumi wants to give a good impression for them. The higher ups have usually looked down on them, so for them to finally acknowledge the Shinsengumi with the honor of attending the banquet is certainly a big deal. Tonight, perhaps the Shinsengumi will at last be given the chance to further grow here in the West. The northerners will perhaps assist in that goal as well, but it all depends on what they want from us.

…At long last, evening arrives, and as directed by Okita, I purposefully maintain myself away from the banquet. All of the captains are dinning with guests, leaving me all by myself. Though I miss the company of the men, I remind myself that it's better not to be near the men right now. So I eat my dinner in my room, and decide to check on Chibi.

As I walk through the halls to get outside, I notice that it's not just the captains feasting tonight. The foot soldiers are in their rooms eating and drinking with their companions in their quarters. It seems as though all of the compounds are alive with high spirits. _Perhaps I was worrying too much…_

I pick up a small candle along the way to guide my way. Eventually I make it outside and reach one of the edges of the property where the stables are. It's late, so it's no surprise that the stable master has left. My footsteps echo through dark stables, waking up several of the horses, which lose interest in me right away and lower their heads to go back to sleep. Once I arrive at the last stall, the dappled grey horse immediately sticks his head out to greet me.

"Hello there", I whisper as my hand pets Chibi's soft, velvety pink nose. Zoning out the rest of the world, I repeat the same stroke on his nose for what seems like an eternity. How I missed the lively horse, my only memento from home. I make an effort to at least see him once a day, but I haven't gotten the chance to take him out for a leisure ride. My mind wanders off on its own, thinking about the things I haven't done with Chibi for a long time. I'm so distracted that I almost don't notice Chibi's ear twitch to the side as he raises his head.

Something's not entirely right. Suddenly an itchy feeling travels up my back.

"What is someone like you doing here?", beside me, yet in my blind spot, a voice asks abruptly.

"Ah!", I cry out, startled. Without any time to mentally process what's happening, I spin around as I jump, dropping my candle during the moment. Despite that, I can only focus on the stranger in front of me. He's a man I've never seen before, dressed in expensive southern clothing. Half of his long black hair is pulled up, and his lips are only slightly pulled back to form an intimidating smirk. Even in the dark, his steely grey eyes stare pointedly at me like sword's edge.

"Well? You haven't answered me yet", the man's voice is soft and graceful, but his eyes continue to stagger me.

"O-Oh. Um…", I quickly pick up the dropped candle, which luckily didn't land on few strands of straw.

"I was just…checking on my horse, sir", I say with a mighty effort to keep my voice from shaking. _Who is this man? Is he one of the Shinsengumi's guests?_ If he is, he must be one of the higher ups from the look of it. Either way, the anxiety that I thought had vanished returns with knots in my stomach. Chibi doesn't like the stranger's presence as well because he starts to breathe heavily and slam his hoof against the stall's door with a thundering sound.

"I didn't just mean here in this muck. Rather, I was referring to why are you here in the Shinsengumi's headquarters?", the man rephrases his question, paying little mind to Chibi.

"Eh?", I still don't get what he wants from me.

"You're obviously not a soldier. So what's you're purpose here? Are you their plaything?", he goes on to ask, taking a step closer to me. Instinctively I begin my strides backward. My heart begins to race with panic as the word "plaything" echoes through my head mercilessly. A dangerous, animalistic glint clouds the man's stormy eyes as he continues to walk toward me.

He extends a long slender hand for my collar, but that's when I catch something flying toward us from the corner of my eye. The object soars past the man's hand –almost hitting it- with vigorous speed. It then hits the wall with a resounding thud, while its parts and _juice_ splutter in all directions. It's only after a moment that I identify the object as an apple. My head quickly turns to the direction from where it came from.

Ascending from the darkness, Okita appears. _So it was he who threw the apple... _Relief is the first emotion that passes through my body, but I quickly notice that the situation isn't close to being safe. Once again, I find myself staring into the cold, emotionless eyes of a killer with a dangerous grin. Okita won't look at me, though. His glaring eyes are trained on the stranger in front of me.

"I thought you would've liked to give a horse a snack, so that's why I tossed you the apple", Okita's voice is slightly deeper than usual. _"Tossed"?_ It was more like he aimed with the intent to kill.

"How thoughtful. But how crude of you to toss it without warning", the stranger –mysteriously to me- seems unfazed by Okita's gesture.

"I wanted to surprise you, after all", Okita steps closer to us. That's when I notice that Chibi's kicks have stopped, but his ears are still pointed back in the opposite direction of the stranger.

"…I must say, that was quite an impressive throw, especially from someone who was injured not too long ago", the stranger's lips curl up into a devious grin. _Did he really just say that?! _Well how could he not? The violent throw was intended to hit him, not just "surprise" him. Either way, it doesn't change the matter that the stranger could already suspect something about Okita's wound.

My heartbeat progressively gets stronger as it pounds against my chest. _Calm down. I'm sure that Okita knows what he's doing._

"I may have been shot on my left shoulder, but that didn't have an impact on my right arm. I _am_ still right handed", Okita counters the man's statement easily. He then moves to my side, but still standing in between the stranger and me.

"But isn't it funny, Itou-san? Why are you here instead of the party?", Okita asks the man apparently called Itou. I wonder if I'm the only one who heard the sarcasm in his tone.

"I thought I caught a glimpse of something…eye-catching and pretty that wandered in here", my skin crawls as Itou speaks, but I manage to keep my face plain.

"Then you should walk by the gardens. The flowers are the only _pretty_ things you'll find here", though Okita's voice is light, I feel the strong, _territorial_ demand radiating from his tone.

"Perhaps some other time. It's hard to adore flowers at night, but thank you for the suggestion", again, Itou glosses over Okita's silent warning.

"Well then, shall we get back? There's nothing to do here with the horses and the pageboy, and I'd be awful if your food turned cold", finally Okita decides to drive Itou away.

"Excellent idea. Then let's be on our way", and with that Itou turns on his heel and begins to head for the exit. Suddenly he stops and peers over at Okita and me.

"Oh. I almost forgot. We're running low on sake. Would your pageboy be kind enough to bring us some from the kitchen?", I'm not sure if Itou's question is directed at Okita or me.

From the angle I get of Okita's face, I can see his jaw shift.

"…Of course", the words seem forced out from Okita's mouth. His head turns to finally look at me. Even without meeting his eyes, I can tell he's aggravated.

"Do what he says and meet me outside the dining hall. I'll…distract Itou-san", Okita whispers to me in an annoyed tone. I nod, not daring to question him, and quickly run past Itou to get leave the stables behind me.

I almost trip several times on my way to the kitchen, but somehow I make it in one piece –physically, I should say. My mind is exploding with all sorts of worries and predictions about the outcome of this situation. I don't like to think about what could've happened at the stables -had Okita not have been there. And now Itou has an eye on the both of us. _I have to relax. If I do anything abnormal, then Okita and I are both doomed. _With determination setting in, I find a new jar of sake and calmly make my way to the dinning hall.

As I approach the room, I see the several silhouettes of the captains and other indistinguishable men. The room isn't as lively as the one in Keiko's, but it's understandable. Kondou had told everyone to be on their best behavior for tonight, and though it seemed unnecessary, everyone understood how important this dinner is.

I'm about to kneel in front of the door to open it, but that's when it unexpectedly slides open. Okita –with a not too happy face- snatches the jar from hands and begins to close the door.

"Leave", his voice is soft and curt, but alarmed. Wanting to know the cause of his uneasiness, curiosity gets the beast of me as I take a peak inside the room. Through the openings of the door, I can barely catch a glimpse of the men inside. I see the familiar faces of the captains, as well as formally dressed men, who must be northerners.

Then I spot the source –rather _sources_- of Okita's distress. Itou is sitting beside someone I wasn't expecting –or _wanting_- to see at all. The man inside catches my gaze with his own crimson one. I can swear I see a smirk beginning to form on his lips the moment he sees me.

Kazama.

Shock keeps my feet grounded, and I feel my eyes bulge out, but neither does my eye contact with Kazama last long. Okita is quick to notice my surprise and frowns before he almost violently shuts the door in my face.

I stare at the door, dumbfounded, for several moments. _Kazama's here? But why? _

When I saw him, he was sitting next to Itou. Could he be a higher up? If he is, then he must be an extremely important higher up due to his connections with Lord Matsuda. _But what if that's not the only reason why he's here…?_

_-No! I can't be thinking about that now. I should leave as Okita told me to do._

I back away from the dining hall before I almost sprint down the hallway to my room. _What's going on? What do those men want from us?_ As the questions keep piling up, my head feels like it's about to burst. After a labored run, I finally reach my room and collapse on my futon. I groan and moan into my blanket. I'm tired, frustrated, panicked, and confused.

The last several moments were so tense that it felt as though a noose was coiling around my neck. _I just want tonight to end… _As I think that, I begin to curl up into a ball in my futon, not bothering to change into proper sleeping garments.

The silent minutes go by, and finally sleep begins to call my name to rest. My eyes drift slowly, and as I finally feel the world darkening around me I hear a shuffle from the other side of my room. I crack an eye open to figure out what the sound was. My vision isn't enough to see past the darkness of my room, so I reluctantly sit up and rub my eyes.

The clouds in the sky must have shifted because suddenly the soft, silvery glow of the moonlight seeps through the paper of my window. The light allows my eyes to adjust to my surroundings. On the other side of my room, from where the mysterious sound originated from, I spot something darker than even the blackest shadow.

The figure of darkness steps into the moon's spotlight.

I'm suddenly paralyzed the strongest pit of fear, so much so that I'd rather deal with Itou and Kazama. It's a sort of emotion I never wanted to experience again.

_No… Please! No!_

The person, or _thing_, in front of me is something that I thought I had left behind in the South.

In high contrast against the dark robe, the white, emotionless mask stares back at me with omnipotent power.

* * *

><p><strong>Thank you for reading! Please leave a review telling me about your thoughts on this chapter! I'm sorry if there were a few errors in the text, but I was running a short time when uploaded this. For previews and news regarding this story please check out my tumblr blog (hakuoukiandmocha11). As always have an awesome day!<strong>
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* * *

><p>Chapter 11: Lost and Found<p>

All at once, the air around me feels dense and crowded. At the same time, my lungs feel like someone is pushing them flat. But even as I struggle, my eyes can't focus on anything other than the ghostly figure in front of me. Almost instantly, my head weighs as light as a balloon, and a strong acidy taste crawls up my throat. My body can't suppress what wants to leave, so I'm forced to bend over to the side. As soon as my eyes spot the floor, bile escapes past my mouth.

I cough and struggle for air desperately. _This isn't normal._ Every time I've looked at that wretched mask, a sickness without symptoms suddenly controls my entire being. _That mask…it's making me sick!_ I can't tell whether it's just an impulsive reaction my body has or if by some unexplainable means the mask forces one to become ill. Either way now is not the best time to be worrying about that.

I quickly wipe my mouth with my sleeve and gather as much air as I can to scream.

"I wouldn't scream if I were you", the masked man warns me in a light voice. _What? Doesn't he realize that as soon as I scream, someone is bound to come investigate?_

"Why not?", I snap at my foe. Though I'm afraid of the fanatic, I also can't forgive him for destroying my home. _He's also probably the one who killed Kiyomi._ I have more than one legitimate reason to feel angry toward him.

"Aren't you aware of the type of guests you here? If you scream, the northerners and higher ups will certainly have their eyes on you. They might make assumptions like, 'The masked man was after her so is she a witch?'. Or, 'Is she a living curse because she summons these monsters?'. Either way, the situation won't end well for you, dear", the masked man explains with a strange tone of confidence. It's not like he's threatened at all.

His words do make sense, but should I trust them? Not only would I be in high radar, but Okita and the rest of the Shinsengumi would be questioned as well. _But if I can't scream, then what do I do?_ Before I can decide, the masked man gives me no time to respond.

"Besides, you have nothing to fear…yet. I just wanted to talk to you, that's all", his statement surprises me, but I'm still far from being comfortable, especially after feeling the heavy weight of that "yet". I can't trust him, I know that very well, but at the same time I have my own questions to ask him. _Why is he harassing me? Does he have something to do with my father's disappearance? Why did he kill Kiyomi? Is he even human? What does 'All will be Revealed' even mean? How did he even get in here? _There are so many questions that I need answers to.

"Who are you?", I ask first.

"No one. My identity has long been discarded", the masked man's nostalgic voice is cold and flat.

"How can you say that?! After all you've done, how can you not take responsibility for it?! Why hide behind a mask?!", anger boils my blood, but I still try to keep my voice composed.

"A name is meaningless to the things I do, especially if my existence holds no meaning in this rotten world. Besides, my face –for many reasons- would halt my progress", whoever speaks to me seems soulless. This man…he doesn't value himself at all. But I still can't forgive him for all of the misfortune he had caused me.

"…_'Progress'_? All you're doing is killing people! You even killed innocents! What about Kiyomi-chan?!", I now find it difficult _not_ to yell.

"_'Innocents'_? Who? The people I dispatched were far from being innocent. Mochida Inari, a historian from the South who was feeding lies to ignorant people. Hayashi Katsuro, a monk who was secretly using his shrine's funds to buy cheap whores and sake. And there are several more vulgar people that I killed to cleanse this dying world", if I could see the masked man's face, I picture him frowning at me.

"They may have been bad people, but you don't have the right to kill them", I rebut.

"Perhaps, according to laws. But laws are weak guidelines; they do nothing to prevent havoc", the masked man says.

"That's still no reason to kill!", my brows narrow deeper.

"On the contrary, it _is_. If the law won't deal with those savages properly, then who will? I'm merely doing the dirty work that everyone wants to be done. And this is only the beginning… I gave those licentious people meaning again by killing them to pass on my message: all will be revealed…", there's a sort of arrogance and sense of –false- righteousness in the man's voice.

"Gave them meaning? You're mad…" I say disbelievingly.

"Maybe...but you should be thanking me, I did save your life after all", the man doesn't cease to shock me.

"_'Save me?'_ You destroyed my home! And your men –if they even were _human_- almost killed me!", I'd rather never speak again before I ever thank him.

"I burned that house down because it was an order, but I will admit my men…lost control that night. But I'm referring to exterminating Suzuki Kiyomi", the masked man clarifies, yet I'm not enlightened in the slightest bit.

"What does she have to do with saving my life?", I ask angrily.

"So you don't know, ay? Well this will be a fun story to share. The night she died, she was planning to hurt you, maybe something worse too…", the words hit me like a punch to my stomach. I lose my voice. What am I supposed to say to something like that? I want to defend Kiyomi, or even ask the man how he knows this, but I can't muster the words to speak. Still, I can't make sense of his statement.

"I'm sure you know that she comes from a wealthy background, because of that, her father had made arrangements for her to marry some out-of-town, rich lackey. The girl didn't take the news too lightly, but she had no escape. She did her best to hide her discontent, and she took her anger out on others who were fortunate enough to have the freedom she couldn't. So when she saw you on the street with Okita, she grew extremely jealous. So much so that she lost her mind because of it", as the masked man speaks, I can feel my eyes widening after every word.

Arranged marriages aren't uncommon, but I can't fool myself. If I were in Kiyomi's position, I wouldn't have been happy about that plan either, especially if I were forced into it.

"On the night I put her down, she went to pay the magistrate's office a visit, carrying with her a pair of sewing scissors she had stolen from her mother's crafts. I saw through her intentions before she could find you, and…_persuaded_ her to confess everything with help from my men. So I ended her miserable life by granting her a purpose", I nearly choke after hearing the man's story.

"So her purpose was to be mutilated and hung for display for the town to see?", I sneer.

"Her purpose was to tell you that I have my eyes on you", the man answers calmly.

"…What do you want from me?", I almost moan the question.

"Oh, it's still too early to let the cat out of the bag", the masked man laughs at me. In response, I cringe and bite my lip.

I'm not willing to risk all of my chances, so I reach for my kodachi, having a hand ready at its hilt. Seemingly, the masked man's gaze wanders to my sword.

"That's quite an impressive and antique sword. I hope you don't think you can defeat me easily with it", he says mockingly as he chuckles. I don't have strong hopes of defeating him, least of all killing him, but I'm not going down without a fight. But neither am I totally reckless enough to make the first move. Instead I reserve to glaring at him, but still ready to draw my sword if I must.

"…So, Okita decided to give it to you already…", the masked man says.

"How do you know that-?", I ask while doing my best not to yell.

"Say, can you trust him?", the masked man ignores my question by asking another strange one. His almost throws me off guard.

"…Of course I do. He's not like you, that's for sure", I make my words have a bite to them.

"Not like me, you say… I guess he hasn't really told you _anything_", the fanatic muses. Suddenly he starts to laugh, which makes me wince and feel confused at the same time. _What's so funny to him?_

"…What hasn't he told me yet?", I ask cautiously. I don't have any doubts about Okita, but I can't understand the masked man's behavior toward him.

"Just because you two can heal quickly doesn't make you the _same_… Oh, never mind, I don't want to spoil all the fun just yet", the man in front of me states amusedly. _So he knows about Okita and me?! But how?! More importantly…_

"Wait, what do you mean by that?", the desperation in my voice is hard to contain.

"_I_ won't tell you, but I'm sure you'll figure out what I mean with this…", from his sleeve, the masked man pulls out something and tosses it to me. My reflexes help me catch the small object with my hands. I take a moment to observe it.

It's a key of an elegant kind. Wherever it fits, it doesn't belong to a simple chest or door.

"What's this for?", I blurt out while keeping my eyes glued to the key.

"It belongs to a fancy desk, a northern one to be specific. However, you don't have to look far to find it since the desk resides somewhere here in the Shinsengumi's headquarters", the masked man answers. In the two months I've been here, I haven't seen a desk like the one he's describing. Then again, I haven't seen all of headquarters.

Besides the main mansion and the soldiers' quarters, there's one compound that Hijikata made very clear to me _not_ to enter. The storage building is located toward the back of the property, and from what I've seen no one goes in there.

"I would advise you to go find it at night. You wouldn't want anyone else finding out about these sorts of secrets, right?", I don't know what to make of the masked man's words.

"…Why are you doing this?", I can't help but ask.

"It's no fun dealing with you when you're completely oblivious to the truth. Think of this as a gift or an advantage you'll need", the masked man snickers before he walks toward my window and opens it.

"Ah. I almost forgot. You won't be the only one looking for that desk. The key you have is a copy; the other one is currently in the hands of four-eyes. He likes going into that back building every night to…check on something. I would advise avoiding him if you can", the masked man says as he climbs on top of the windowsill.

"Until we meet again, Chizuru…", those are his parting words before he jumps out of my room.

"Wait!", I yell after him while running to my window. My room is on the second floor, so I expect to find him flat on the ground. I bend over the ledge and find nothing. It's like he disappeared into thin air.

I still have so many things to ask him… Even if I did ask, he probably wouldn't have answered me anyway. He did, however, give me this key. I hold it carefully in my hand. It's obvious I don't now a lot of things, and the masked man hinted that some of these "secrets" have something to do with Okita.

There's also another copy of this key… From what the masked man said, it seems as though Sanan is the owner of the other key, given that he's the only one who wears glasses.

_What am I thinking?! I shouldn't believe what that man said to me!_ Even as I think that, I can't get rid of the key…

…The end of May finally arrives with hot air as summer approaches. But even the soaring heat isn't enough to stop the Shinsengumi's growth. Ever since the banquet, they were granted permission to work in what used to be restricted areas such as the Cove. And due to their success, the smuggling rates have decreased. I'm certainly happy for them, but there are moments when I can't feel happy for myself. It's been three whole months since my father went missing, and there's still no sign of him.

I'd be lying if I say I'm not worried, but the captains do try to cheer me up. Harada, Nagakura, and Heisuke all try to make meal times fun for me. Hijikata always keeps me updated about news that might interest me.

Saito is actually helping me a lot with my training on swordplay. Admittedly, it's one the most physically demanding things I've ever done, but Saito –though a strict teacher- is patient with me.

As for Okita, his "wound" healed, and now he's running normal patrols again.

…I haven't told him –or anyone- about my encounter with the masked man from about a month ago. I want to scream about it, but after all that I've learned, I grow worried that the Shinsengumi would want to restrict my access to information. Plus, higher ups often visit headquarters to assign missions, and I can't risk letting them know about Okita and me.

Of course, I didn't trust everything the masked man said to me. As carefully as I could, I asked Hijikata about the aftermath of Kiyomi's death.

After we had arrived in the West, he had sent Yamazaki and Shimada as spies to the South to investigate Kiyomi's death. They couldn't find any leads about the murderer, and the message "all will be revealed" gave them no clues whatsoever. What they did find strange was that a pair of expensive sewing scissors had been found inside what was left of Kiyomi's kimono. The evidence suggested that those scissors were well hidden, but unfortunately no one could come up with a valuable reason as to why Kiyomi had them before she died.

But of course, the investigators didn't know the story that the masked man had told me. I didn't want to believe it, but the more I think about, it seems as though the masked man wasn't lying about Kiyomi.

The investigation was put to an end because there were no leads to the murderer. But that didn't stop rumors to spread. The masked men became notorious, though there is still no actual proof to the public that they exist. The South is ever so slowly becoming paralyzed with fear by an enemy they don't even know exists…

As for the key that was given to me, I haven't dared to look for the northern desk. But after finding out more about Kiyomi, I decided to keep an eye on the storage building. Throughout the day, it's completely inactive, but walking inside unnoticed is impossible. Around evening, after everyone eats dinner, I always watch to see what Sanan does. I had to sneak out of my room once, but I noted that Sanan waits two hours after curfew to walk inside the storage building. I tested this pattern again by sneaking out a week later to see him repeating the same action. After confirming that, I sneaked out one more time to figure out what time he leaves the building. Apparently he only stays inside for no more than an hour, and he always brings food with him before coming out with an empty plate. I don't know why he does that, but I decide that it's about time I gather some answers.

After a load of self-convincing, I finally gather the courage to sneak out again, this time I bring the key. The moon is up and full, so there's no need to bring a candle with me. However, I do bring some matches just in case.

As soon as I see Sanan leave the building and return to his room, I dart silently for the mysterious compound. I'm constantly checking over my shoulder to see if anyone's behind me. Getting caught will certainly have its consequences, especially if I have to deal with Hijikata or Sanan.

Slowly as to not make a sound, I slide the entrance door open and step inside. My nose is immediately clogged by dust, and there's hardly enough pure air to breathe in. I stifle coughs that threaten to come out and shut the door behind me. Unlike the other buildings, it's clear that no one takes the time to clean in here. _What would Sanan do in a place like this? _

Without as much moonlight seeping through the dirty windows, I light a small match and observe my surroundings. Cobwebs and dust is all that comes to mind. Besides that, there are several pieces of unused furniture lying around randomly, all of which look as though they haven't been touched for years. The room I'm in is eerie, especially with the antique setting. _Just find this desk… _I don't want to stay in here any longer than I have to.

My search for the desk starts off with no success. All of the furnishings are southern or western, and none of the desks I spot have keyholes. But I'm not done looking, which is relieving and spine-chilling at the same time. I go on to search some of the other rooms, which are either empty or filled with furniture pieces, yet I still don't find the northern desk.

Finally, I'm forced to look all the way into the back of the hallway. _This is the last room…_

For another time, I open another door, and all I see is black. Whatever must be in this room, there doesn't seem to be any windows, or if there are any they must be blocked. All of the sudden my stomach moves in all sorts of directions, and I can feel the beginnings of sweat trailing down my back.

I don't think I've ever seen a room so creepy and dark in my entire life. Something doesn't seem right to me about this room. I can't explain why, but neither can I shake away my strong feelings of anxiety. If I didn't have an objective, I would've turned around and ran straight back to my room, never to come back. But I _am_ already here, and this _is_ the last room. _I'll just look quickly and get out of here. How hard can it be to find this desk if it's in here?_

After reassuring myself, I use the match's little dim light to guide me inside. Luckily I instantly spot several candles and lanterns close to the entrance, and without second guessing myself I light them. The amber glow illuminates the room more, and I finally let out a sigh of relief. As I suspected, the windows are blocked by wooden boards that don't allow the tiniest ray of light too seep through. And there's…a strange smell, one that's far from being pleasant. I don't want to think too hard on it, so I remind myself of why I'm here. _Now, to find the-_

"Ungh…", a throaty moan travels across the room eerily. My heart skips more than one beat before accelerating into incomprehensible speeds. Shock causes my muscles to coil and my back to tense. I'm not alone…

At a speed slower than a snail's, I hold my breath as I turn toward the direction of the frightening sound. _What the…?_

Several feet away, a sturdy wooden cell that reaches all the way up to the ceiling separates me from several other…people. To be more exact, they appear more like inmates taken straight from a prison. All of them are men, almost thin to the bone with saggy skin. Their clothes are torn and ragged, and their skin looks deathly pale too… It's clear that even for a prison, the treatment these men have suffered –or are still suffering- through is cruel and neglectful.

_"…He likes going into that back building every night to…check on something…"_, out of nowhere, the masked man's words about Sanan echo through my head. _Are they what he was referring to? Are they what Sanan checks on?_ I'm not sure of the answer, but aside from the northern desk, why else would Sanan come in here every night with food?

Criminals or not, what did these men do to deserve this kind of treatment and isolation from the world without seeing a speck of daylight? I know the Shinsengumi's means well but…this is just pure torture. For a good moment, I forget about the desk and focus on at least getting anything for the men.

I take a step toward the cell.

"…U-Um, would you like me to bring you some water?", I offer in a gentle voice. The men twitch their heads toward my direction and moan out sounds that can't be understandable words. Finally, I get a look of their faces.

Besides the dirt, their hair is a luminous white color, not even someone of old age can get hair as bright as theirs. But it isn't their hair that has me gaping.

Their eyes… I've seen them once before, and it's an image so disturbing that I would rather forget about it, but it's been engraved in my mind.

Glowing red eyes shine in the darkness as they look back at me with thirst and desperation.

"…Help…me… Help…me…", one of the men reaches an arm out toward me through a small opening in the cell. It isn't long before the others join in on the raspy chorus of "help me", and more arms extend to try to grab me.

"Uaah!", I shriek as I stumble backwards and land roughly on my rear. I wince but somehow I get back on my feet rapidly -perhaps it's thanks to the adrenaline in my veins. At a farther –and hopefully safer- distance from the cell, I frighteningly gaze back at the inmates.

…What _are_ they? The more I look at them, the less human they appear to be.

They're just like _them_. I remember seeing that type of monster licking my blood off the cliff wall like an untamed animal. Then they drew their swords, demanding for more of my blood. But I clearly recall the beastly lust in those red eyes, and then after Okita had killed them, I saw a glimpse of their white hair.

There's no doubt in mind that the inmates are the exact same as the masked men I saw in the woods. _…But what are creatures like that doing here?_

If they are just prisoners, then this is perhaps the Shinsengumi's way of concealing the truth about them to the public. But –as messed up as it sounds- I can't understand why they keep them alive. Perhaps morality stops them from eliminating the inmates, but if anyone else found out about what they're doing… No, not just _anyone_, if northerners discovered the existence of these creatures in headquarters, there would be major –if not catastrophic- consequences.

Now more than ever I want to run away and forget everything I'm seeing…but I still haven't found this desk. Whatever's inside it better be worth it…

As if the Unknown heard my silent prayers, I spot a big, bulky, and dark umber desk several feet away from the cell. It's elegantly carved to have beautiful angels and majestic lions decorating it. It's certainly not like any other desk I've seen before. I quickly walk up to it and immediately reach for its drawers. I pull, but they don't open. That's when I notice the small keyholes on them. Hopefully the key I have works for all of them, after all, they all appear to be the exact same as each other.

Without a second thought, I hurriedly reach for my key and fit it inside the first drawer. I hold my breath as my hand turns the key to the side. A soft metallic click goes off, and a small fraction of the drawer moves out. _It worked!_

I pull the rest of the drawer open carefully so I don't damage it. The only thing inside is a small wooden container with velvet bedding inside. Resting in there is a transparent vile containing some sort of…concoction. Cautiously, my fingers reach for the vile, its glass instantly cooling my fingertips. I hold the vile up in front of my eye. At first, I think the heavy red liquid is blood, but something about it glowed ghoulishly. Whatever it is, it doesn't look safe to even touch, so I place the vile back into it's home.

Then I move on to the next drawer while trying hard to ignore the moans coming from the inmates. The key works again, and I open the drawer that's full of stacked papers with a booklet on top. I grab the booklet that's titled, "Subject Testing and Notes". _What are they testing? Does it have to do with that red liquid? _Pondering questions in my head won't get me far, so I open the booklet and read the first page.

_This small little book will play a vital role in the future. It might seem pointless now, but after I document everything about the "medicine", the world will begin to change. For the pursuit of the perfect soldier, there may be several casualties, but I can't let those men's souls go to waste. After all, we must fulfill our orders from Lord Matsuda if we are still to recieve sponsorship, and we must continue to test and experiment this medicine until it is without flaws._

_-Sanan Keisuke_

The date on the corner of the page is approximately two years ago. So this must have been around the time when the Shinsengumi first arrived here in the West. I proceed with the next several pages, which the first one is titled "The Water of Life". It certainly is an interesting name.

_This medicine has been in development for years, but it wasn't until recently that the medicine was almost perfected. The original southern name for it is "Ochimizu", but here we like to refer as "The Water of Life". What a fascinating name it is, but like most things in life, the medicine should not be judged so easily by its name. The inventor of this new miraculous concoction is a southern doctor trained in western medicine –and rumored to have studied in the North as well-, named Yukimura Kodo-san. He seems to be a friendly man, but he's very reserved. However, one must praise him for his services to Lord Matsuda, and soon, the entire West. I've written too much about him, though. Now onto more pressing topics._

I stop, trying to gather my thoughts. _My father created this medicine…? But why?_ I can't come to a reasonable answer, so I continue from where I left off.

_The Water of Life was created to enhance man's abilities. Men alone are weak and fragile, and extremely prone to danger. In a war or battle, men can die easily, and even wounds can decimate them. But the Water of Life offers an alternative. Said to have an oni's power, the medicine increases one's strength and speed to a considerable amount. With it, it's possible to climb tall walls simply by jumping over them, or to destroy one's rib cage and internal organs with one solid punch. There are so many examples I can list, but the focus now is to reduce the side effects._

_Once you drink the Water of Life, you lose your humanity, and that be can taken in more ways than one. We call these subjects "furies", or the southern name of "rasetsu". As expected, the first furies that were created were powerful in strength, but their minds were lost too easily. And it's easy to understand why, after all, the pain they go through is unimaginable. There is a heavy and irrevocable price to pay in exchange for power, and that price includes a weakness toward sunlight, a lustful urgency to ingest blood, and eventually over time, madness. These side effects wear down our subjects quickly, so without a choice, we have to…put them down. That's why it's of outmost importance that we find a method to lessen these effects. But besides those severe outcomes of the Water of Life, a fury's hair will turn white and their eyes convert into a bright red hue. Though it is frightening, and even monstrous in appearance, this doesn't seem to be a big concern to us now._

_-Sanan Keisuke_

I slam the book shut. I don't want to read anymore, and I can hardly stomach all that I've learned.

…My father, the kind man who's raised me into what I am now, is the creator of a weapon that's too cruel to not be considered humane. I don't want to believe it. I can't! The father I know and love wouldn't do this! This has to be some sort of mistake; anyone can lie in a sheet of paper. But coaxing myself is useless, especially if the notes are right about the inmates and masked men.

_If what I read is true…does that mean my father also created the masked men?_ I shudder at the thought and want to pinch myself for thinking that.

_I can think about this later… For now, I'll just keep looking around…_

My thoughts, however, keep returning to the masked men. They aren't human, now I know that they're called furies, and they all must have taken the Water of Life at some point. Did the Shinsengumi know this all along? I want to believe that my friends are good people, fighting to protect the order while striving for their dreams, but why would they ever need this Water of Life? More importantly, why are they continuing to test it?

_Come on, I need to focus. _I force my mind aside as I open the third, and last, drawer. Another booklet rests inside with the title, "Okita Souji: Follow Ups and Personal Records". An interest like no other compels my hands to reach for it. Before I open to the first page, I hesitate. _I shouldn't be reading this…whatever is written in here is none of my business_. But I _am_ already here, and I'm so desperate to find the answers I need. Guilt causes my chest to tighten uncomfortably, but I open the booklet and begin to read.

_What the hell am I supposed to write? Personally, I think Sanan-san is taking things way too seriously ever since he found out about me. He's given me this booklet, and he's forcing me to write about my current state of health, or anything that revolves around the Water of Life or furies. He said, "For all you know, this might keep you sane. And we need this documentation; after all, you're our beacon of success". "Beacon of success"? That makes me laugh. I may be different from the other furies, but I've still failed nonetheless. Plus, I wouldn't call myself a type of role model to begin with...that was a joke. But I'll cut to the chase so that I don't have to waste anymore of my time here in this shitty room._

_I feel fine. Normal, I suppose. There's no "impulse", and there hasn't been for months already. Sunlight's not a problem either, and neither has it ever been except on "those" days._

_-Okita Souji_

The date on the corner of the page is September of the year before. I flip through more pages, and the pattern of dates is approximately two weeks. So every two weeks, Okita writes short, concise notes about his health. Most pages don't even have more than a sentence, and they all state that he's healthy and there's no "impulse". Instead of answers, I only get more questions. I continue flipping through the pages until I spot a page with decently long writing. The event took place near the end of December of last year.

_It happened yesterday. I'd be lying if I said I was expecting it, but truthfully, it's an experience I can never get used to. For almost an entire year, I had lived without any of these nuisances. Perhaps I was getting too comfortable, because when it hit me, it hit me harder than a pissed off bitch. It hurt, that's for damn sure, but I'm _fine_. No matter how painful it gets, I'm not some sorry pussy about it._

_I can handle it. I have to. If I cave in –which will never fucking happen-, everything I have fought to protect will crumble. I'm the Shinsengumi's sword. What good am I to them if I lose my damn mind? My purpose is simple: to kill our enemies. I _won't_ fail._

_I'd rather not write about it, but it's part of Sanan-san's "research". If I help him, I help the Shinsengumi. I'll be useful to Kondou-san._

_The pain, as usual, felt like I was thrown into the fiery depths of hell. It was like someone was burning me alive, and the thirst was something I needed to quench…but I didn't want blood. It happened at dawn, so luckily I still had time to run my ass all the way into the nearby forest without being noticed, but the first cracks of sunlight bore down on me heavily. As suggested by Sanan-san, I tried to hunt for prey. But it's winter, and snow basically drives all life away, except for winter foxes. They're no match to me compared to my speed, so it was an easy kill._

_I hated doing it, but I couldn't allow myself to go crazy. At first I opposed Sanan-san's idea because I thought I would lose it, but enduring the pain actually brings me closer to the brink of madness. The fox blood was bland, but it did its job of controlling the bloodlust...for now. Still, I know deep down that animal blood isn't the best kind, and neither will it put an end to the fury impulses._

_…The blood against the pure white snow was a haunting reminder of what I am._

_As I drank, my thoughts went to the others. They can't ever see me like this._

_I don't want Kondou-san to ever find out. If he did, what would become of me? Would I be useless? Would he shun me, and brand me a monster like his enemies?_

_I'd rather use my last, dying breath before getting in his way._

_If only I wasn't a fury, I wouldn't have to hide so much. But I had no other choice back then when I drank the Water of Life, I guess the same thing applies now. _

_Can anything put an end to the Water of Life's curse? If there is a solution, perhaps I'm not worthy of it. Fury or not, I _am_ a beast._

_-Okita Souji_

I stare at the writing in front of me for what feels like an eternity. _Okita is…_

I don't want to believe it, but my aching heart knows better. Okita is a fury, a beast destined for madness. It's hard to swallow that reality. Shock is definitely present in all of my fiber, but Okita's words summon strong emotions of sadness rather than fear.

He's been suffering this whole entire time, and he hides his pain with that playful half-smile. How can he accept a fate like that? Why does he have to suffer so much?

His resilience and determination are few of his best qualities, and perhaps that's why I'm so drawn to him, but what he's going through is just too much. No one, not even him, should have to bear so much pain and still keep it all to himself.

I suddenly realize that I'm crying when several crystal drops fall onto the page. My chest tightens, and my nose stings, but I hold back my sobs and wipe my eyes. Reluctantly, my fingers turn the next pages of the booklet. I stop at a point that discontinues the two-week pattern. A page has been ripped out, but the next page still captures my interest. It was dated in the middle March, right around the time I had arrived in the West. Quickly so I don't waste any time, I read.

_Strange things have been happening lately. After Kodo-san's work here with the Water of Life, he suddenly went missing. Even Sanan-san doesn't know what's going on, and everyone's starting to panic. If that old man exploits everything about that damned medicine, we're done for. It won't just be the northerners on our asses, but the public will start riots against us, thinking that our influence is corrupt._

_Damn that fat bastard Matsuda for making us work with the Water of Life. If we take the fall, he'll be the one pushing us down and burying everything we are into the ground. His scared and spoiled ass won't take the responsibility. Why does he even need furies as soldiers? Is he that much of dumbass that he doesn't realize we're not in a fucking war?_

_But finding Kodo-san isn't our only problem. After recent rumors about these "masked men", it's clear to everyone who knows about the Water of Life that they're furies. Maybe Kodo-san's betrayed us. I mean, how else were those furies created? And where's that man to testify to this? He's a coward. He ran away before we could catch him for his crime of unleashing more monsters._

_Our search for him here has gotten nowhere, so we suspected he ran back home to the South. Hijikata-san, Hajime-kun, Shinpachi-san, and I went down there to look for him. We didn't find him, but we found his daughter, a cute kid named Chizuru-chan._

_I don't like believing in coincidences, and that night we found her was far from being a coincidence. It's just a theory now, but the rest of us believe that the masked men were in charge of burning down Kodo-san's house, probably destroying any potential leads we could've had. I have a feeling that they're in league with Kodo-san. It was sort of weird that the masked men almost killed Chizuru-chan, and that of course goes against the idea that they're Kodo-san's men, unless he actually wanted to murder his own daughter. Or another, more believable theory; the masked men aren't perfect furies, so they could've lost their already fucked up minds and let the bloodlust drive their actions._

_Either way, it doesn't excuse the fact that Chizuru-chan's different. I know she isn't human. When I "saved" her that night, her wounds could've been enough to kill her –if she were human-, yet she didn't have a single scratch. At first I thought she was with the masked men, only pretending to look like she was being attacked and play dumb so she could spy on us. But she's completely unaware of everything; she doesn't even know what her father's been doing. I also thought she was a fury too, but daylight doesn't bother her, nor does she get any signs of having the bloodlust. When I confronted her about her healing ability, she genuinely believed it was a rare "medical condition"._

_Is she a perfect fury? No, that's impossible. No one drinks the Water of Life and gets away with it smoothly. Actually, if she doesn't know anything about the Water of Life, then there's no way she could've drank it. Whatever she is, she isn't a fury._

_Back to my own state, I had another bloodlust while I was in the South. It started the morning after we found the kid. It was a close call, since Chizuru-chan almost saw me, but I managed to suppress it for a while until I went out into the forest that night. The rest is pretty much self-explanatory._

_-Okita Souji_

The words hit me like a slap to the face.

"Ah…", breathing becomes an effort, and my heartbeat is loud enough to ring in my ears. I want to scream, and I almost _do_. I thought I was prepared to read the worst, but clearly I'm not. A part of me wishes that I'd never come into this room and uncovered what I did. But I can't undo what has been done…

_My father… They really think he created those masked men._ The evidence in front of me proves that he is certainly capable, but I can't believe it. The man Okita wrote about isn't the man I've grown up with; he's a stranger to me. But there's no mistaking it, my father, the man in these notes, is the one responsible for creating both the Water of Life and furies.

…Then there's the topic about me.

_I don't even know who –or what- I am…_

My legs become weak, and I sink to the floor with my shaking hands smothering my face. All I can do is cry. I pay little mind to the caged furies nearby and lose all care and worry of being found in here.

What other truths I know are actually lies? What ever happened to the simple and peaceful life I lived in the South? My identity and view of the world are stolen… No, they were never taken from me. After all, no can steal anything if there's nothing to take.

What is true is that I've never known my true self to begin with.

* * *

><p><strong>I hope you guys have enjoyed this chapter! I know it was heavy with notes and without much dialogue as usual, but the next chapter will have more character interactions. The next update won't be as fast as this one since I will return (hopefully) to writing the next chapter for my other fanfic, but I'll work as fast as I can because I'm <em>really<em> excited to start the next chapter for this story. Please leave a review telling me what you thought, or go ahead and follow/favorite this story! For news regarding the next chapter, check out my tumblr account (hakuoukiandmocha11). As always, have an awesome day!**


	13. Chapter 12: The Storm Inside

**Hello everyone! I've got nothing much to say except thank you to everyone who's been leaving thoughtful and kind reviews for the last chapter! Unlike last chapter, there is more ****dialogue in this one. As always, enjoy!**

* * *

><p>Chapter 12: The Storm Inside<p>

"Cheer up, Chizuru! We're not done lookin' for him, so there's still a chance we'll bump into him!", Heisuke boasts as he pats my shoulder encouragingly. I jump a little at the unexpected touch, but I give my best attempt at a smile. Heisuke's been trying to cheer me up throughout the whole entire time we've been out on patrol, and though I still feel down, I don't want to discourage his kind efforts. However, he doesn't know the real reason why I'm so upset; in fact, nobody does.

Yet again, it somehow doesn't surprise me anymore that we haven't found a single clue about my father's current whereabouts. Strangely, I'm both relieved and disappointed. If I were to see my father now, I don't know whether I'd run up to hug him or bombard him with questions.

Ever since I uncovered the information concealed within the storage building a few days ago, I have to admit that I haven't been at ease. That night, I swallowed my tears and read as much as I could.

Lord Matsuda ordered the Shinsengumi to conduct experiments with the Water of Life if they were to receive funding. The man hardly explained his intentions, but neither could the Shinsengumi afford to question him, despite them not liking the idea of testing a dangerous remedy on humans. So they took prisoners who were scheduled to be executed and gave them a choice: die a man or drink the Water of Life and resign to the fate of a monster. Some of those men were even Shinsengumi soldiers who flouted their code to intolerable levels.

It's a horrible ultimatum, and the Shinsengumi knew it too, but they had no choice.

What's tougher for me to accept is that my father was the one who created such a terrible medicine. I like to believe that he was forced into making it and disappeared because his conscience couldn't allow him to continue such an atrocious act, but I don't have enough evidence to prove that. Actually, the information I know now basically goes against him.

Someone who knew about the Water of Life's experiments had to have had created the masked men, and my father's disappearance made him look more like the culprit. I know my father is a good man; he's a doctor who's saved hundreds of lives! There _has_ to be a reasonable explanation for his actions.

…Or perhaps it's the fact that he's my father that I refuse to acknowledge a truth such as that.

"You know what we should do? As soon as we're done with patrol we should check out this year's floats", Heisuke's suggestion pulls me from my thoughts.

"Oh… That's right, the Light Festival is just two weeks away", I carry on the chitchat so I don't return to the darkest place in my thoughts. Every year in the summer, everyone gets in the celebratory spirit for the Light Festival. The holiday goes on for about a week, reminding everyone of Solis's Age of Light and our glory days throughout history. Besides New Year's, it's the most wonderful time of the year.

"So… Do you wanna go…with me?", something in Heisuke's tone seems nervous to me.

"But won't Hijikata-san get mad at us?", I ask worryingly. Maybe that's why Heisuke's nervous about seeing the floats. After all, no one wants to suffer consequences from "The Demon".

"Maybe, but… I wouldn't mind getting in trouble if I get to see the floats with you…", Heisuke mumbles, and his eyes break away from my gaze. I can't tell if my eyes are working too hard, but I see his cheeks beginning to turn pink. Is the hot air getting to him, or is he embarrassed about seeing the floats too early?

"If you get in trouble, then we shouldn't go…but if you _really_ insist…then it'll be fun to see them", I smile earnestly for him. For all I know, the floats can put my heart at ease, or at least unshackle some of the chains bearing it down. I also don't want to disappoint Heisuke; he _does_ seem eager about this year's festivities. My answer causes the young man to nearly jump in excitement.

"All right! Then let's wrap up-", perhaps he's about to say something about finishing our patrol, but that's when we both spot two men bickering with each other, and it seems they're both ready to make the first swing of their fists.

"Wait here, Chizuru! I'll go handle this", Heisuke starts to march his way confidently toward the two men.

"Hold on, Heisuke-kun! You should bring your men with you!", I call after him, but he just looks back at me with a smirk before reaching the men.

"Hey! Is there a problem here?", Heisuke bravely makes his presence known to the strangers. Like all of the other captains, his name and face are quite well known by the people of Onoria, and not always for the better. In response, the men straighten up nervously, but neither has their pride been completely punctured by Heisuke.

"Toudou Heisuke of the Shinsengumi, eh? Why don't ya stick yer doggish nose somewhere else?!", one of the men tries to casually reach for the sword at his hip while widening his stance. Seeing the man's confidence, several more thuggish looking men appear from the crowd, which grows bigger in size as more onlookers show up. From any angle, it's clear that the bickering men aren't just simple civilians. They seem to act more like terrible thieves or smugglers, considering that it's at level less than amateur to bring the attention of a Shinsengumi captain.

I have no doubt in Heisuke's ability with a sword, he_ is _a Shinsengumi captain for a reason, but without his men the oncoming battle will be of one versus six. His enemies' numbers might still grow too.

Then as a godsend, the big commotion finally draws Heisuke's men, and soon the clashing of swords rings through the air. All at once, civilians panic and run away to safety. Forcibly, the crowd separates me farther away from Heisuke, and I lose sight of him. I try to shove my way past the horrified mob, but then I feel several hands of worrisome people grab me and "whisk me away" to safety. It's clear that I won't be able to join up with Heisuke until the conflict settles down. Perhaps it's for the best, that way I'm not too much of a distraction for Heisuke, but neither am I calm around a group full of frightened townspeople.

Resolved, I try to create some distance between the crowd and me, also remembering to stay clear of the rumble, but that's when I accidently run into someone.

"Ooof", I muffle out at the impact when my face crashes into the person's chest. I hurriedly stand straight while ignoring the slight sting on my nose.

"I'm so sorry-", I cut my own apology short when I look up at the person's face.

"I certainly wasn't expecting to see you here, Chizuru. This must mean that fortune is smiling down upon us", Kazama's deep voice instantly sends a cold bolt of fear down my spine. _What's he doing here?!_

"U-Um, I…", I'm not sure what to say. Instead of fortune blessing me, it feels more like it's mocking me. I haven't seen Kazama since the banquet about a month ago, and like then, I wasn't expecting to see him here out of all places. He may be one of Lord Matsuda's men, but I can hardly trust him, especially after that incident at Keiko's. I had asked Okita some time ago why Kazama's presence was shown at the banquet. Apparently he had accompanied Itou to represent the higher ups of the western military, but he hardly seemed interested in the Shinsengumi's politic and military affairs. I cringe at the thought, but if he was never interested in making any sort of arrangements with them, could he have been there just to see me?

"I said we would carry on our last conversation. Come", gracefully, the golden haired man walks effortlessly through the crowd as if he shouldn't belong in the chaos to begin with. _Should I follow him?_ If I don't, I have a bad feeling that he would turn around and physically carry me to wherever he's planning to go. For sure, I don't want _that_ to happen.

The sounds of fighting continue, which indicate that Heisuke and his men aren't through with the others, and it will probably take a while longer to get everything settled down.

_Five minutes. That's it. _I do what I can to hide my nerves and follow Kazama's trail. I know it's not the best idea, but I have my own questions to ask to the strange westerner.

Somehow I get past the crowd, and I end up near the outskirts. Not too far away, Kazama waits for me on the bridge with a smug smile. Along with him, another man waits calmly as well. His strong jawline and naturally-narrow-icy-blue eyes indicate that he's most likely in his thirties, and he's impressively tall and fit, like a marble sculpture of a courageous war hero. Unlike Kazama, the man has long and thin dark red hair that's tied back, and he has a small beard growing on his chin. Like Kazama, he's sporting southern clothing that an average commoner wouldn't wear.

"Come", Kazama repeats in an almost sultry voice.

I don't hide my frown, and I try to look pointedly at anything but him as I walk toward the bridge. Unlike the packed city, the outskirts are generally comprised of fields of farmland and several private residences that are close to the forest. I do make note that no one else is near Kazama, me, and the other man.

I make it to the bridge, but I still keep a safe distance from both men. I remain silent, but my eyes stay trained on the stranger. Being around Kazama is unnerving, so I'm not sure what to expect from one of his companions.

"I do believe we haven't met. My name is Amagiri Kyuju. On behalf of Kazama and myself, I apologize for carrying this discussion away from your friends, but this is a private matter that can only be discussed amongst oni", the man, Amagiri, says in an elegantly gruff voice as he leans over slightly to bow. I wasn't expecting to hear an apology, but I give a short awkward nod. According to what he said, he's an oni like Kazama, which only makes the situation stranger for me. But something about him is different, perhaps it's his mature appearance, but he has a calm and serene aura to him. Foolish of me, maybe, but I feel a little more secure after making that observation.

"I take it that you're finally aware of your origins?", Kazama ignores the introductions. I was expecting that sort of question, either way, that doesn't make me prepared for it now.

"…I know I'm…different…", to be honest, I hardly know anything of what I am, and that includes my parentage.

"Do you really expect me to believe that I'm…an oni?", I think, lamely, that there's still a chance that I'm not so different from being human.

"I've already told you, your name and sword are proof enough that you are indeed one of us. A pureblooded oni to be precise", Kazama's smile falls gradually. I fall silent, not sure what else to say. Amagiri apparently catches my uncertainty.

"Have you ever wondered why your wounds heal faster than any human?", he asks. Of course I've wondered about that question, but I would've never come to an explanation such as that I'm an oni. Oni stories just seem to come from child's fables and nightmarish myths.

"We posses exceptional qualities. Our recuperative powers are fast, and our strength and speed surpass those of ten humans put together", Amagiri takes my silence as an answer and goes on to explain that. Superhuman strength and speed are foreign to me. Then again, I've never tested my abilities to that level. However, I can't ignore that he hit the bull's-eye about my healing condition.

"If what you're saying is true…", I pause, trying to desperately to swallow the truth.

"Please, tell me everything you know about my family", I may not believe in what Kazama and Amagiri were saying wholeheartedly, but a part of me knows that I have to at least to hear them out.

"The Yukimura clan had the strongest and purest bloodline of oni in the East. However, nearly eighteen years ago, the North invaded and destroyed the East, using the existence of the Yukimura clan as an excuse to conquer that land for themselves", Kazama's eyes turn into a cold glare as his tone shifts into being one that's melancholic.

"But the North was there to put an end to the civil war in the East", I rebut with what I know about eastern history.

"Those are mere lies written in a history book by a northerner to justify their crimes. There never was a civil war. The humans from the North were just greedy for power, and as a result it lead to the demise of both a strong oni clan and a country", there's no hesitation in Kazama's part. My mind begins to reel after hearing that new piece of information. In no way do I want to defend the North, but blaming them for the destruction of another country simply for their own personal interest just seems too much of a stretch. Then again, no one really knows the truth of what happened in the East except for the North. I don't dwell on that knowledge for long because Amagiri continues to talk.

"…We believed that the Yukimura clan was long turned to ash, but you and Kodo are living proof that there are survivors", he adds. If I'm indeed an oni, then it only makes sense that my father is one as well. I wonder if he knew that all along and purposefully kept our heritage hidden.

"You know my father?", I ask desperately.

"Your father…? So that's your relationship with him….", my question surprises Kazama momentarily. His brows narrow, as if going into deep thought about something, before he finally sighs.

"…Cut your ties with the Shinsengumi dogs. They're just as vile as those northerners. Are you aware of your father's business with them?", Kazama's suggestion sounds more like a command. I do my best to ignore that hostile comment, and nod slowly at his question. Unlike Kazama, I don't resent my friends of the Shinsengumi, but neither can I say that what they're doing with the Water of Life is right.

"But how do you know about that?", I ask suspiciously in return.

"Matsuda has quite the annoying mouth when he turns into a drunken bastard. Besides, killings by abominations that share faint, yet similar qualities to us haven't gone unnoticed. But don't be mistaken, they're fakes. They are nothing more than worms trying to imitate us. A disgrace", Kazama's practically snarling toward the end.

"Then why are you working for Lord Matsuda?", I demand sternly.

"It's been with the help of Matsuda and his men that our clans are still alive today. We are only repaying that debt", Amagiri answers instead. From the way they both spoke of Lord Matsuda, it seems that neither of them are content about taking orders from him. Still, I'm worried about their other connections.

"So…you're not going to tell anyone else about the furies?", I ask. They can hate the North for all they've done, but neither are their loyalties to Lord Matsuda as strong as iron chains. If they see it fit, they can easily expose the creation of furies in the Shinsengumi. And by the way things are, they don't take pity on the furies. They _despise_ them.

"Doing that will only draw more human attention on us. But that doesn't mean we'll spare those pathetic imitations once we've dealt with Matsuda", Kazama takes on a more deadly tone. That makes me fear the sort of power this oni has.

"But if they're just like us, then who are you to decide whether they should live or die?!", I snap. I'm not trying to defend all of the furies because that entails protecting the masked men as well, but there are furies like Okita, who wouldn't go on mindless rampages for blood –at least that's what I want to believe. My verbal lash only projects more anger in Kazama's eyes.

"_'Just like us'? _Perhaps I should mention that we oni don't experience any sort of desire for blood unlike those foul leeches. I'd be doing them a favor if I ended their miserable lives now before they eventually go completely mad", Kazama growls lowly. What I read about the furies suggested that their powers are derived from oni, so at one point I thought I'd eventually crave blood just like them. It _is_ relieving to hear that I won't have to worry about having the bloodlust, but that hardly changes my mood.

"But-", I'm not sure of what rebuttal to use –if there is even one available-, but Kazama has –apparently- had enough of my protests.

"We can talk about abominations later, but that's not the real reason why I brought you here. The fact of the matter is that _you are_ an exceptionally rare female oni. You are valuable in my possession rather than in the dirty hands of the Shinsengumi", the lustful glint that I'd seen the first time I met Kazama appears in his ruby eyes. Again, I feel like tiny prey in the eyes of a hungry predator. With a slender hand, he makes a grab for my arm as I take a large step back and bump into something...soft. I see Kazama's eyes flicker behind me, and his smug face immediately turns into a scowl. I know I shouldn't keep my eyes off of him, but I'm suddenly curious to see what I bumped into. As I turn, I feel delicate arms wrap around one of my own.

"There you are! I've been looking everywhere for you!", the words sound like they should've been spoken by someone familiar, but I find myself looking into the light brown eyes of a beautiful girl about my age. I've never seen her before in my life, and I think that perhaps she's mistaken me for someone else, but pointing that out might leave me all alone with Kazama and Amagiri. Whoever she is, I'm not about to lose sight of friendly girl who can possibly lead me away from the oni. Before I can speak, the girl turns her eyes to the other men.

"Desist! Don't you realize how brash and disrespectful it is to approach a lady in this barbaric manner?!", the girl surprises me further by scolding the oni. Either she's ignorant about the fact that they're oni, or she's the most courageous girl in Solis, or both, there's not a single speck of fear in her eyes. She immediately earns my respect, but I can't help but feel worried about what the oni might do to her. The scowl from Kazama's face doesn't waver, but Amagiri's ice-like composure is lost when he gazes at the girl next to me with wide eyes. As I'm beginning to wonder the effect that the girl has on them, she pulls me closer to her side and raises her chin.

"Now, I suppose you two don't have anymore palaver to discuss here, correct?", she asks sternly. Kazama sighs exhaustingly while Amagiri returns to his frigid demeanor as he bows to us, but at last the two of them depart toward the other end of the bridge. _How did this girl do that?!_

When relief begins to calm my nerves, I see Kazama's head turn back to look at me one last time.

"…I will return for you. Bear that in mind…", even from a distance, those words I've heard him speak to me before feel like they are whispered to my ear. I shudder and bite my lip anxiously, but I say nothing. As soon as Kazama and Amagiri are gone, the girl releases her hold on me and moves to face me directly.

"I'm truly sorry about approaching you from behind. I must have startled you", the girl's eyes soften as she apologizes to me sincerely.

"There's no need to apologize. You actually helped me. In fact, _I _should be the one apologizing for bumping into you", I take a moment to bow.

"Oh! Um, thank you, by the way", I abruptly remember to express my gratitude and bow again. I get a warm smile in return.

"Oh please, you needn't be so modest. But where are _my_ manners?! My name is Sen. Do you mind if I inquire your name?", Sen asks politely.

"Not at all. My name is Yukimura Chizuru. Again, thank you for everything you've done Sen-san", I say. Sen's eyes widen briefly before relaxing again, but I don't think too hard on that gesture.

"It's not necessary to be so formal, we do look to be about the same age. Please, call me Osen-chan, and I'll call you Chizuru-chan", _Osen_ smiles again. Even if she says not to be formal, I can't help but be on my best behavior around someone who acts and looks like royalty.

"Very well, Osen-chan", I give her a smile of my own. My eyes take in my new acquaintance. She has long brown hair that almost reaches the end of her back, and it's pulled back loosely by beautiful chords. Her figure is small and slim like me, but she most likely has more pronounced curves. What's shown of her clean skin is a perfect pallet of pale skin tones. It's easy to tell the she's a wealthy girl with a good sense of southern style. Her pretty kimono is a bright yellow color, and her obi has a lime hue to it. She also has an elegant violet scarf wrapped simply around her arms and lower back.

I suddenly feel embarrassed standing so close to her.

Compared to her, I'm still in men's clothing, and I feel plain and…not pretty.

I'm so lost in thought thinking about such nonsense about myself when I realize that I need to get back to Heisuke as soon as possible.

"Um, excuse me Osen-chan, but I must get back to my friend now", I try to leave.

"I understand, but may I accompany you? I'd like to see that you are safe and sound before we part ways", Osen offers nicely, and I see no reason to refuse.

We eventually make it back to the spot where the fight had started, and at last it seems to have ended. I find Heisuke with the other soldiers, as well as the men that they arrested.

"Geez, Chizuru. Where've you been? You had me scared for a good while", Heisuke expresses his concern for me.

"Sorry… I kinda got lost in the crowd", I keep my story short. I don't want to add Kazama and Amagiri to his list of worries, so I decide it's best not to even mention them. Luckily he doesn't probe into that matter any further when he notices Osen next to me.

"Oh, Osen-chan, this is Toudou-", my introduction gets interrupted by Osen herself.

"Not to be rude, but I already know who he is. Toudou Heisuke-san of the Shinsengumi. He and the rest of his friends have both a famous and infamous reputation here", Osen explains.

"So then who are you?", Heisuke asks in return. More introductions are exchanged, and I briefly explain that Osen helped me escape from the mob. Fortunately she catches on to the fact that I'm not going to mention anything about Kazama and Amagiri, and she lies along with me.

"Well, it was certainly a pleasure meeting you two today, but it's best that I return home before it gets late. I hope we'll meet again soon!", and with Osen's words, we say quick farewells, and she disappears into the crowd. I've only known her for such a short time, but already I feel as though I've made another friend. And it's certainly better that I at least know one girl in this large city.

As the patrol comes to end, Heisuke and I are suddenly surprised by dark looming clouds overhead. It isn't long before loud cracks of thunder tear through the sky.

"It's definitely going to rain soon- heavily too", I say. Irritated and angry, Heisuke frowns and grits his teeth.

"Dammit! Now we won't get to see the floats anymore", he says disappointingly. Sadness drowns his face as he looks like he just took a blow to his chest.

"Maybe not today, but we'll see them eventually at the festival", I try to uplift him.

"Yeah, I guess so…", he says as he reaches a hand up to his neck as if he can rub his stress away.

"Anyway, we better get goin'. Don't wanna get caught in this storm, right?", he suggests, and I more than willingly agree. I won't say it out loud to him, but I'm glad we're going home early today. I had lost interest in seeing the floats because I don't want to risk any more chances of finding someone like Kazama. I've had enough surprises for one day.

…Evening arrives but it seems much later than that because the clouds turn the sky darker. After dinner, I realize that there's nothing left to do today, so I decide to watch the rain and lightning from the veranda that faces the courtyard.

Thunder has never been much of a bother to me; in fact, there are times when I find it relaxing. The soft hiss of rain landing on the earth and the stone pathways is actually soothing, and if I were in bed right now it would lull me to sleep.

But my thoughts are more chaotic than the rumbling sky; they won't allow me to go to bed early.

…Just what sort of world am I living in? All of what I've thought was true is actually a lie.

I do know that I'm an oni, a creature that's believed to be a monster from fairy tales. And for those few humans that know the truth, they would want me dead or turn me into a slave for their own personal gain. And my birthplace is to where the sun rises: the East.

My gaze gets lost in the flowery shrubs in front of me as I reflect on all that I've learned in such a short time.

"Huuh!", I gasp when something dark and soft abruptly blocks my vision. My hands fly up to apparently reach for the large piece of fabric covering my entire face and upper body. Desperately and hastily, I finally struggle free from the entanglement, and hear someone…_giggling _next to me. I frantically turn my head toward the noise and see Okita staring directly at me with an amused glint in his eyes. Not only that, but his whole body is shaking with barely-contained laughter, and his hand is trying to suppress raucous sounds from leaving his mouth. I can feel my lips thinning as I narrow my eyes.

"Why did you that?", it comes out more harshly than I had intended, but I'm too angry to apologize now. To prove my point I stand and hold up the dark haori -that had been used to startle me- to Okita.

"Do what exactly?", Okita's eyes close as he smiles innocently at me. _He's still making fun of me?!_

"Why did you scare me like that?", I clarify for him, this time I don't feel so bad for sounding hostile. Clearly not expecting me to be so angry toward him, he blinks several times, and his grin softens.

"C'mon, Chizuru-chan. Don't give me that look. I was only trying to have some fun", he laughs nervously while doing his best to keep his composure. I'm sure he meant no harm, but hearing his explanation irritates me like the screeching sound of fingernails on a chalkboard.

"Well it's not funny! So please stop and leave me alone!", I start to feel tears of frustration pushing against the corner of my eyes, but I force them from spilling out. I understand why I'm upset at Okita, but I don't know why I'm castigating him so relentlessly. _He was just trying to pull a stupid prank on me…why am I so angry with him about that?_ I can't come up with the answer right away, but I know that I don't want to be anywhere near him right now. I let go of the haori and begin to walk away from him, but he easily catches up to me and with his arm he spins me around to face him.

It's only until I look up into his eyes that I feel a pang of guilt exploding in my chest.

"…Sorry… I…I wasn't trying to make you so upset", Okita smiles ruefully at me, but his emerald eyes hide nothing of his remorse. It's a simple apology, but it holds more sincerity than I have ever heard or seen from the man.

"…Okita-san… Um, I…", I'm not sure how to explain myself. I glance down, and I see that Okita had picked up the haori, which is now in his hand. Then before I can apologize for my overbearing behavior, Okita's arms extend to place the haori over my shoulders and around me. I feel my eyes widen at him for the unexpected and kind gesture.

"It gets kinda cold when it rains. Thought you might need this so you don't get sick", he explains with that warm smile of his. It only makes me want to hit myself for being so rude to him.

"Okita-san, I…I'm sorry too…for getting so mad", I say while bowing my head. I can't bear to look into his eyes now.

"That's sweet of you, but I pushed you into it. Well, stupid of me to scare you now of all times anyway", as he talks I finally meet his gaze again.

"What do you mean by that?", I ask. The smile from Okita's face falls slightly.

"Don't take this the wrong way, but you've been acting kinda weird lately. You barely talk to any one of us. And sometimes with me, it's like you purposefully won't look at me, like I did something wrong…", there's a sad edge I hear to his voice. Surely I'm not just imagining it.

His explanation reminds me of why I've been so on-edge around him.

…It's all because of that desk and what I've read within Okita's notes.

…I learned that he's a fury.

For the past several days I've made an effort to avoid him. Truthfully, I'm afraid of what can happen when I'm with him. I've never been a good liar, and he's always cunning enough that he can easily tell when I am. It wouldn't take long for him to realize that I've discovered everything about the desk. So in order to prevent that situation from happening, I limited my encounters with him. I've done well at that so far until now, but I knew my luck wouldn't last forever.

My hands clutch the haori tightly.

…But the in back of mind, I was avoiding him for another reason. The night I had found about his arrow wound, he lied and told me we were alike. Perhaps it was to tame my curiosity so I wouldn't discover the real truth about his fury nature, but even that thought didn't lighten my mood. I had foolishly thought that I had at last earned Okita's trust. But after reading Okita's notes I felt more segregated…and still do.

Maybe I'm over-dramatic, but I had hopes of one day finding my place with the Shinsengumi. But that farfetched hope made it harder to accept the truth that I'm not one of them. I'm only useful to look for my father –a suspected criminal.

It was that selfish grudge, along with the overpowering truths I had learned, that made me lash out at Okita.

…I'm terrible. Isolating myself from Okita just because he did that to me earlier doesn't make me any better.

"…Hey, Chizuru-chan. Are you okay?", I look up to see Okita staring down at me with concern obviously written on his face. It's only now that I realize I'm crying. _I'm pathetic…_

"Yeah…I'm fine", it becomes harder for me to hold back my sobbing, and I continuously wipe my swollen eyes, but more tears keep pouring down. _I don't want to cry!_ But I can't stop… I don't want Okita to see me like this.

"I'm sorry, but I just remembered I have something to do", I lie desperately and turn around again without meeting Okita's eyes and contemplate the idea of running to my room.

"Wha-?!", suddenly a grip on my wrist pulls the rest of my body to the nearest wall. Before I can even respond, an arm stretches next to me to cage me in while the other strikes the wood of wall just inches above my head. The fast movement and frightening force of Okita's arms paralyzes my body as I look into his slightly enraged eyes.

"Why are you running?", his words are calm and cool as he looks down on me with the most serious expression he's ever given me. My surprise delayed me from noticing the short gap between are faces, but now I that I realize our positions, I feel my own heart thundering in my breast, threatening to burst.

At the same time however, I'm afraid. Okita is at some level irritated at me because I was disgracefully trying to run away from him –twice. If it didn't bother him, he wouldn't have lifted a finger to stop me. But he knows I was avoiding him diligently… Maybe that's why he's frustrated. The idea makes my chest constrict with sadness, so much so that I'm about to start crying again.

I open and close my mouth several times, but I'm too baffled to even speak. Even if I have something to say, the only things I can seem to focus on are Okita's face and the warmth of his radiating body that's so close to mine.

We only stay silent for several seconds, but to me it feels far longer. Suddenly Okita grins at me triumphantly, erasing all –or most- evidence of his nerve-wrecking demeanor. Then he pulls back and permits more space between us. His warmth disappears, and I almost find myself longing for it. I shiver slightly and latch onto the haori tightly as if it can warm me up more.

"Sorry, but I had to calm you down", his kind grin only makes me feel worse, but I have to admit that him startling me again did stop my uncontrollable weeping.

"…Okita-san", I start, but I have no idea what I want to tell him. I want recount everything that had happened: the desk, the furies, my father's involvement, me being an oni, everything. But I'm scared. I'm afraid of what Okita might say or do if I confess.

"I'm here. You can talk to me", his smile almost washes away all of my doubt. He's waiting for me tell the truth, and he can easily sense my urge to speak as well. There were times when his perception of me frightened me, but now I'm glad I don't have to announce myself. Another trait I like about him is that he can see through me when no one else can. Maybe he does deserve answers to his own questions for that.

…We sit back down on the veranda and watch the crying sky. I tell him about all of my encounters with Kazama while leaving out information about the furies and my father. Finally, I work up the courage to admit that I'm an oni. As I speak, Okita listens silently, not daring to even try to interrupt.

"…I don't know what to think of all of this… What should I do? What should I believe? I…I don't even know who I am…", I sob again. My hands fly up my face, and I bend over crying into them. I was worried –and maybe even a little embarrassed- to show this sort of weakness to Okita, but I appreciate his silence throughout my explanation.

"…Damn, you really know how to make someone worry for you", he says irritably, but I sense the kindness in his words. He's been concerned for me this entire time. As much as it is surprising, I'm…happy.

"I'm sorry…", I apologize again for adding more to his stress.

"You gotta stop apologizing. Whether you're human or not, you can rely on us when you have to. After all, we made a deal with you that we'd protect you and help look for your dad. We wouldn't have balls if we went back on our word just because you're an oni. And so what if you found out you're not human? That doesn't change who you are", Okita's speech makes me blink with shock. He doesn't give me any time to respond either.

"As far as I know, you're still a serious and stubborn worrywart, I'd hardly call those qualifications to be a monster", at that, his lips curl up into a thin smile. It's a strange way to show that it doesn't matter _what_ I am, but I understand what he means. Even if I had been lied to this entire time, I've always been myself.

The sun rises every morning in the East, the sky is blue, and I'm still myself. I can't believe I missed something as simple as that, but I'm glad Okita was patient enough to help me realize the truth I've always known all along.

He doesn't always look like a kind man, but his heart is always in the right place.

I wipe my tired eyes and snuffle to clear my breathing.

"…Thank you. I feel much better now", I say appreciatively as I give him my best smile. Sure, I didn't tell him _everything_, but it feels good to release some of what I'd kept bottled up within me. Maybe soon, and hopefully, I'll earn the confidence to tell him the whole truth.

"So are you done giving me this 'cold shoulder' thing?", he asks teasingly, but somehow I know he's not joking.

"Yes…", though I'm not brutally honest, that doesn't mean I'll continue avoiding him. In fact, forcing myself away from him was…difficult, but I'm glad I don't have to continue that foul routine.

"Good. I was starting to think you hated me or something…", Okita sounds more relieved than what I had expected him to be. _Was he worried that I hated him?_

"No, of course not! I could _never_ hate you", I blurt without thinking through my words entirely. Okita stares back at me with a look that's undoubtedly surprise. Then realization hits him, and his lips curl again into a mischievous –maybe gloating- grin.

"I see…", he says slyly. I'm forced to look away from his eyes for another reason than before. However, it's better that I blush rather than run away.

"Well that's definitely reassuring to hear. Thank you", Okita admits in his usual composed manner, but I sense the honesty in that "thank you". He stands and reaches out a hand to me, which I take. After he helps me to my feet, we both smile appreciatively for one another.

"Now, you should hurry your ass up to bed. Just because you stayed up late with me doesn't give you leverage to sleep in tomorrow", he warns me kindly. He doesn't have to remind me about waking up early, though. I already know that it'd be _embarrassing_ if I wake up late in the morning.

"I'll be fine", I assure him. Before I start walking to my room, I remember to return Okita's haori to him. I begin to wriggle my arms to remove it, but-

"No need to do that. I hardly ever use it anymore, you can have it", Okita waves his hand at me dismissively.

"Oh no. It's still yours, it wouldn't be right for me to have it", I try to decline nicely.

"Then consider it a gift -and don't plan on returning it", he adds as if he knows I'll try to refuse again –which I would have.

"But-", I still try.

"I _insist_", Okita cuts me off, and it's plain to see that any argument I make won't work on him.

"Okita-"

"I won't hear it"

I bite my to prevent myself from looking childish by pouting. _Why does he have to be as equally stubborn as I am? Sometimes he's worse than I am…_

"…All right, fine", I finally give in, and I adjust the haori over my shoulders more properly.

"That's more like it", a victorious, child-like grin plasters Okita's face. As a result of defeat, I feel my cheeks puffing slightly as I reluctantly meet his sparking eyes.

"…Okay, well I should go now…", my voice is just above a mumble.

"Yeah…", Okita's grin grows wider.

"…Well… Goodnight", I say, yet neither of us make an attempt to leave.

"Sleep tight…"

…The air suddenly becomes thick and awkward. I'm somewhat hoping that Okita makes the first step to leave –I would follow by example easily if he did. But the silence between us is reaching uncomfortable levels…I can't hold my tongue any longer.

"…You know…you should probably go to bed now too…", I suggest, hoping to sound casual in the process.

"I will, eventually…", he keeps his speech short and concise. Something in his smile reads that he's finding our strange standoff rather amusing.

…The silence drags on again. I'm tempted to just walk to my room now, but leaving without saying anything will only make the situation more perplexing than it is already. And truthfully, a desire deep within me wants to prolong my conversation with him…but I'd never imagined it to be like _this_.

"Um… Goodnight –again", I'm now laughing nervously. _God, I'm embarrassing myself in front of him!_ In response, Okita lets out a breathless chuckle. _He's totally judging me!_ As soon as I feel my face reddening again, I erase all skepticism and hang my head low as I walk off.

"Chizuru-chan", Okita calls my name after I've walked several strides away.

"Yes?!", I turn on my heel too fast and almost lose my balance. I prepare to suffer humiliation from Okita, but as if he never saw me stumble, he simply regards me with a soft gaze.

"…We're still friends, right?", the question is unexpected. Whether it's the question itself or the languish in his voice, I find myself dumbfounded for a moment.

"Um, yes. Of course", I say with an encouraging half-smile. I did say I couldn't hate him, but perhaps that wasn't enough to clarify him on our current standing.

"…Oh… Ah, then I'm glad", he must have noticed how bitter he sounded so he quickly flashes me a smile. Before I can ask him anything about what my friendship is to him, he spins around and treads toward the other end of the veranda.

"See ya", without looking back, he waves me goodbye and disappears after turning the corner.

I stare at the place where I saw him leave for a long time…

…He seemed awfully worried about what I thought of him. Of course, I can't exactly blame him for it. Knowing that I was purposefully avoiding and trying to run away from him must have made him feel horrible…or not wanted. It's no wonder why he was afraid I hated him, or that he thought our friendship had ended.

Though he said to stop apologizing, I still can't forgive myself for what I've done to him. _And I still haven't told him the whole truth…_

Another thought suddenly grips me to my senses.

_I'm the only friend he has that knows he's remotely different from everyone else._ Though Sanan and him have known each other for years, I know that Okita doesn't trust him wholeheartedly. Maybe that's why he's worried about maintaining our friendship.

Before I came into the picture, Okita –with the struggle of hiding his monstrosity- must have been extremely lonely. The thought makes my chest tighten again, but with grief.

Instead of the rain soothing me, it now brings misery and despair that I can't share with anyone else.

_If we weren't friends, would he be all alone again…?_

* * *

><p><strong>And there you have it! Slowly but surely, the relationship with Souji and Chizuru is unraveling. I'm thinking that next chapter you'll meet some of the infamous northerners, and Chizuru will confront our boy here about something important... Until then, I'll see you in the next chapter. Please if you would be so kind, leave a review and tell me what you thought. As always, have an awesome day!<strong>


	14. Chapter 13: Hunter and Prey

**IT'S CERTAINLY BEEN A WHILE (I'm so sorry btw). I was going to update my other fanfic first, but I already had most of this chapter written a while ago, so I decided to finish it and post it quickly. Because of my tight schedule, there might be errors in the text, which I will try to correct them later. Unfortunately I can no longer edit previous chapters since they've expired (I hate myself for this), so I apologize for that if you ever go back to reread this fanfic. **

**This chapter is slightly shorter compared to the last one, but I didn't want to overwhelm anyone. And lastly, this chapter starts off with Chizuru dreaming (thus explains the huge body of italics down below). **

**As always, enjoy!**

* * *

><p>Chapter 13: Hunter and Prey<p>

_"He's dying! Please! You have to save him!"_

_…I can hear a man's distant voice coming from the entrance of my secluded home. The panicked voice had woken me from my sleep. Worried and scared, I peak my head out slightly from my room. My eyes sting as they adjust to the protruding light coming from the other end of the hallway, but they eventually find their way to the front entrance. My father stands in front of the entrance door, attending to the man who was screaming._

_"He'll be fine. Please, get some rest back at home. Just leave the boy in my care", my father's soft and serene voice conveys the calm and collected demeanor that a doctor should have. The stranger, on the other hand, doesn't respond well to my father's assurance._

_"But-!"_

_"You're not his family, are you? Please, go home. I'm sure your own family is worrying over you right now. I understand your concern for this child, but he's now in my capable hands. You can trust me..."_

_"…A-All right... But I beg you, Doctor. Do whatever you can to save him. He's still so young…"_

_At last, though reluctantly, the man leaves my home, but my attention is immediately brought to the body in my father's arms. The unconscious boy, who looks to be a few years older than me, straddles in my father's hold as his limp arms dangle loosely as if they were ribbons. But I can't even make out the boy's features because he's literally covered from head to toe in blood. _

_I can feel my eyes widening; it's like they will never close again. When I look at that boy, I know I'm shocked, but I'm surprised that I can't even muster a sound out of my mouth. I can't even quiver in fear._

_My presence doesn't go unnoticed when I see the corner of my father's eyes snap to me._

_"Chizuru, there's nothing to be afraid of. Go back to bed", his words mean well, but I recognize the tone of his voice. He always uses it to scold me whenever I misbehave. _

_True, I'm awake in the middle of the night when my nine-year-old-self shouldn't be, my fault. But who wouldn't be alarmed after waking up to desperate screams from a stranger who brought an injured boy with him? Despite that thought, I'm not prepared to question my father, so I quickly duck back inside my room and shut the door before climbing back to bed._

_…What happened to that boy? Why was he covered in blood and dying?_

_I know that child is in the capable hands of my father, but even so, I'm terrified for his life. I'm old enough to understand that my father can't save everyone. Still, I hope the boy survives. All I can do is pray that the Unknown shows mercy on him… _

_Somehow, I let tiredness consume my mind and body, and I fall back asleep…_

_…_

_"AGHHH! WUARGHHH!"_

_I sit up in bed immediately after hearing those horrific screams. Every hair on my body stands straight, and a cold sensation running down my back causes me to shudder. Part of me wants to stay in bed and hope the screams won't reemerge, while the other part wants to run out to hallway and look for my father._

_What's going on?! Who's screaming?! Was it the boy?!_

_Because I don't have a visual of the scene, my imagination wanders to the darkest crevices of my mind._

_"HUUAAGH! AUHHH!", the wails continue to echo throughout my entire house endlessly. _

_Still debating on whether or not to leave, the door to my room suddenly flies open._

_"Chizuru, I need your help!", my father runs in and extends a hand to me, which I take. I would've helped my father with anything he asked of me, but he goes on to lead me out of my room without my verbal consent. That can only mean that whatever's going on is serious._

_"EIAGHH!", the voice from earlier reemerges with the ability to make me wince._

_"Father, what's wrong?!", I ask desperately as my father pulls me into a run toward the room where the screams derive from._

_"The patient isn't responding well to his treatment", my father cuts to the chase without turning around to face me. So it _is_ the boy screaming…_

_Finally we reach the room, and my eyes immediately land on the still-bloody boy lying on a large table. "Lying" isn't even the proper word to use. Rather, the boy is _convulsing_ on the table, trying to break free from the chains shackling his arms and legs. _

_Chains?! Since when did my father start using chains on patients?! Why does he need to use them on the boy?! _

_Before my mind races with more questions, I catch a glimpse of the boy's hair. Instead of the natural color it once was, now it is as white and eerie as the moon. But the moon can get away with looking beautiful at times, the boy's hair, however, is haunting._

_It wouldn't surprise me if the boy was already a ghost._

_I turn to look at my father for answers, but when I do, I only see darkness..._

_Black, without a single trace of color… _

_It's like my home that I was living in was never there to begin with._

_"Father…?"_

_…Nothing. There's only utter and complete silence._

_"Father?! Father!"_

_I am alone?! Where did my father go?! Where did the boy go?! What's happening?! _

_This has to be a cruel nightmare… Though, I can't separate reality from illusion because the fear of being alone still grabs me with thick and unbreakable tendrils._

_"Father!", I call endlessly._

_"Chizuru…", my father's voice reverberates throughout the darkness._

_"Father…? Father! I'm here!", tears of joy well up in my eyes._

_"Chizuru…" , his voice gets closer and closer._

_"Over here!", I wave my arms like a chick trying to fly for the first time._

_"Chizuru", what should've been my father's voice is instead lower, indistinguishable, and…colder. I quickly cease all of my body movement. Suddenly, I'm able to see a cloud or shape of smoke that has a human's figure; it is almost like looking at a shadow._

_"Father…?"_

_Faster than anything I've seen before, the dark shadow suddenly stands in front of me and snatches my wrist in a strong grip that's far from being friendly. Whoever or whatever this shadow is…it's not my father!_

_"Chizuru, I need your help…", the shape of darkness practically growls._

_"Stop it! Let me go!", I shake violently, but my attempts of escape are futile._

_"Chizuru…listen to me… Don't you want to save him?"_

_"Save who?!", I scream back._

_"The boy won't survive, unless…"_

_The boy? Is he talking about my father's patient?_

_Of course, I don't wish death on anyone, least of all on a boy with years ahead of him. I just don't see how _I'm_ a part in all of this. _

_Why am I even thinking about this?! _

_This has to be a nightmare! Right now I'm in bed, and tomorrow I'll do chores while father takes care of his patients just like any other day. Right…?_

_Before I can shout for help, that's when I feel a sharp, irritating, and painful sting on my palm. I scream and writhe in agony. Never before have I been cut so deeply in my entire life. My whole arm feels uncomfortably hot, and as a result, I can feel warm and sticky blood gushing out of my hand._

_"Stand still, Chizuru… Your wound will heal shortly", the figure says. Was he the one who cut me?!_

_I know from past experience that my injuries faded away rapidly; I know the pain will go away soon. But what concerns me more than my fresh wound is the reason as to _why_ I was cut in the first place. _

_"Why are you doing this to me?!", I yell at the figure who is responsible for slicing my palm, but he somehow dodges my question._

_"Your blood will not only save him…but you'll make him stronger too…", as the figure speaks, I can't manage to comprehend his words._

_"We can put our family's suffering to an end! With the boy and your blood, we'll be invincible!"_

_Our family? Is he out of his mind?! This figure can't be related to me at all! On the other hand, what does he mean by "our suffering"?_

_I can't understand! Why am I in so much pain?!_

_Even as I ask all sorts of questions in my head, I can feel my head getting lighter and my eyes forcibly shutting on their own._

_…I just want to forget this encounter had ever happened. _

_I want to forget everything…_

"Huaaagh!", I sit up immediately, jolting every muscle in my body.

"Wh-What?!", I look around my room and take in my surroundings. I'm in my designated room in the _West_, not the one from my old home in the South. After that thought hit me, I quickly remember the scene I was experiencing just moments ago.

Without another thought, I examine my hand.

There's no cut.

I sigh frustratingly, yet I'm relieved.

"Of course there's no cut. It was only a dream."

One _heck_ of a dream, and certainly not one I would want to have again. Before I ponder and reflect on my nightmare, I hear slight commotion going on somewhere outside of my room. Judging by the dim sunlight seeping through the paper doors, it's still relatively early for anyone to be up and about right now. _Is something going on?_

Curious and not tired enough to go back to sleep, I get up from bed and begin to dress. Once I finish tying my hair back and adjusting the kodachi on my hip, I quietly step out of my room while cautiously being aware of my surroundings. I really shouldn't be wondering off on my own in this compound, but staying up in bed is when I feel worse about being "useless".

Ever since I met the Shinsengumi, it's been hard to coordinate myself into their routine. The men are all skillful warriors, all of them having the ability to kill in just seconds. _I_, on the other hand, don't know the first thing about stealing life from somebody else, and I'm certainly not skilled enough as a warrior to stand even amongst the foot soldiers. Because of that, I was mainly ordered to not get in the way during patrols, and consequently my days consisted of doing chores and being confined to my room if I wasn't taking a sword-wielding lesson from Saito. Granted, I want to help the Shinsengumi in any way I can, so I hardly mind any cleaning or cooking.

…But at the same time, I feel like I'm getting nowhere in the search for my father, and after all I've learned about his experiments, things haven't felt right. Even with my supposedly reconciled friendship with Okita, I know that one day it might vanish completely once I confront him about the truth and all I've learned about him.

Every time I try to imagine a scenario where I finally tell him that I know he drank the Water of Life, I can't bring myself to actually come forward and say the truth because I know he won't take it well. "Well" would only apply if he was feeling extra generous. But deep down I already know the outcome; if I confess, it could most certainly lead to my immediate death. Keeping my mouth shut would be a reasonable solution, but after knowing the kind of strain the Water of Life puts on Okita's body, how can I sit idly and quietly by?

"…I can worry about that later."

Right now, I just have to focus on the commotion going on somewhere in the compound, so I finally stroll silently through the foreign hallways. I barely know my way around this building because we had only just arrived yesterday. The compound is a vacation home to several Northerners who are from the foreign embassy, and it's located in the fields of Flora, a small town only a day's travel away from Onoria.

The Shinsengumi captains were formally invited to attend a pre-festive banquet by the Northerners and several of Lord Matsuda's connections. I find it odd that the Northerners have a tradition to start celebrating before the actual Light Festival began, but I was curious to learn more about them. Especially after all I've heard about the North, I have to confirm for myself if they really are a threat.

At first, I wasn't expecting to attend this banquet since I don't hold any position within the Shinsengumi, but Kondou extended the invitation to me because he thought that it'd be good for me to see other areas in the West. I was ready to kindly refuse his offer, but once I discovered that Okita was going, I decided to accompany them.

Though, not all of the captains and officials accepted the invitation, like Heisuke and Saito. Sannan stayed behind for reasons that I –unfortunately- already know, but thankfully none of that intelligence was exchanged or brought to the surface.

Thus in total, the only ones from the Shinsengumi who are involved in this trip are Kondou, Hijikata, Okita, Harada, Nagakura, and I.

… At last, I arrive outside the common room of the vacation home and hear faint rustling from within. Is someone there? Best to go inside myself and see.

"Excuse me…", I slide the door as softly as I can and see Harada sitting alone while enjoying some tea.

"Chizuru? Why are you up so early?", he asks with surprise lighting his eyes.

"Um, I couldn't sleep that well…", I admit honestly, still holding back information about my dream, as I step inside the room.

"Okay, but that's hardly a reason to wonder around here by yourself. If you didn't find me and bumped into Hijikata-san instead, I'm sure you wouldn't see the last of him", Harada lectures me out of the goodness of his heart. I do my best to bite back a smile.

"…Okay, I'll go back. But first, is there something going on? Um, I thought I heard a noise, so…", I'm not expecting Harada to answer me, but I had to get my questions off my chest or else I would've gone back to my room unsatisfied.

"So you heard them… Funny how they were trying to be quiet so they wouldn't wake everyone else up", he says before taking another sip of his tea.

"Them?"

"The Northerners here invited us to go join them on some horse sport I can't even begin to understand. Naturally, Kondou-san and Hijikata-san accepted, and Souji decided to follow them too. But me and Shinpachi went out last night –so I guess you can say we're still…_recovering_- and we're not interested in some big-wig hobby."

I hadn't seen Nagakura since yesterday, and noticing that he's not with Harada now…

"Is Nagakura-san all right?"

"Yeah. The idiot just had too much booze, so he'll just be lazy for the rest of the day. It'll be a miracle if he even wakes up for lunch", Harada laughs to himself while taking a huge gulp of tea. He was never one to drink so much tea either…

"…Harada-san, are _you_ okay?", I look pointedly at the cup in his hand. He follows my eyes, and when realization dawns him he grins at me.

"I might be a bit hung-over, but I'm fine. No need to worry, I don't go as overboard as Shinpachi. Besides, one of us has to be sober enough to watch over the other", he gives me an assuring smile before setting down his tea and focusing his whole attention on me.

"Enough about me, something must've been keeping you tossing and turning last night if you said you couldn't sleep. Maybe it should be _me_ who needs to ask if you're okay", he furrows his brows slightly with concern.

The unnerving memories of my nightmare suddenly and ruthlessly flood my head, but I do my best to smile.

"N-Nothing's wrong with me. It's just that it's…weird being here", I try to avert the attention away from my sleeping issue.

"…I guess I can understand that. You barely know Onoria as it is, and now you're here in a new city. It must be hard for you to adjust", Harada attempts to sympathize with me, and my heart warms at the idea that he does care for me.

"…And I doubt that sitting in your room is any fun, huh?"

"N-No, not really…", I can't bring myself to admit that he's right.

"Hey, you don't need to lie to me. I may be a captain, but I'm not as scary as you think I am", Harada's brows furrow deeper, but not exactly with anger.

"Oh! It's not that I think you're scary… I-I just don't want to come across as a…burden", I mumble the last part. My eyes find my feet, and I drag my head down to hopefully have my bangs conceal my blushing face. Then I hear some shuffling and footsteps approach me. Unexpectedly, I feel a large warm hand rest at the top of my head. My eyes finally look up to see Harada standing right in front of me with a molten smile.

"Chizuru, as far as I can tell, you're no burden to us. Therefore, you shouldn't think that you are."

"Harada-san…"

"Honestly, I think it's unfair for us to put you into this position. Dressing up as a boy, staying in your room a whole lot, and doing chores; those are all things a woman such as you shouldn't be forced to do, but there's no other choice…", a scornful look of guilt crosses his amber eyes briefly.

"Even so, you do all of those things without complaining; I really admire you for that. Point is, we already put you through a lot of trouble, so there's no reason for you to think that you slow us down when really, it should be _us_ who need to feel bad about treating a woman like this", somehow it's like our roles have been reversed.

Do the Shinsengumi captains think they're a burden to me? Such a thought would've never crossed my mind had I not just heard all of that from Harada.

"You don't need to feel bad. I know all of you are doing your best to help find my father. Really, I couldn't be more grateful about that. It just seems unfair for me to sit in my room and do nothing while everyone else is busy. You all work so hard, so if there's anything I can do to help…", I fall silent, not sure how to express the rest of my feelings. After a quiet moment, Harada gives my head one last pat before retreating his hand.

"Well, you already help us out a lot, and since we are technically on a vacation…you deserve a break too", his words surprise me.

"Huh?"

"There's not much to do in here, so I was just gonna keep an eye on Shinpachi and deal with him when he wakes up. You can stick around if you want, but I'm not gonna lie, hung-over Shinpachi isn't a pretty sight, and it isn't something you should deal with", Harada says with a scowl directed to his friend.

"…And knowing that you can't be outside your room by yourself…", he strokes his chin pensively until his eyes widen briefly when an idea comes to his mind.

"Oh! If you want to join everyone else on horseback, I'm sure you'll find someone who's still in the stables getting ready to leave. Who knows? It might be fun for you to see more of Flora; it definitely beats being stuck in here", he suggests with a triumphant smirk.

"Really?! …Do you think it's okay for me to go?", I ask timidly.

"I don't see a reason why you can't go. And I'm sure Souji or Hijikata-san will look after you."

That's right. Okita joined Kondou and Hijikata on the "horse sport" that the Northerners invited them to. To be honest, I'm worried on how Okita plans to deal with the Northerners. Remembering Kazama's story and Okita's warning about them…it's natural that I'm skittish around the Northerners.

I'm still an oni, and Okita is a fury. If word of our breed got out to the Northerners, there'd be havoc waiting for us. I know that I can't let Okita suffer through that fate alone if it comes down to it. More than knowing, I _don't_ want him to be alone.

"Okay, I think I'll go to the stables", I say with resolution.

"Then you'd better hurry or you might get left behind", Harada dismisses me with a wave of his hand.

"Thank you!", and with one last grateful smile, I rush out of the room.

I sprint out of the compound and head toward the stables. Even though I'm worried for Okita, I can't help but feel strangely excited about joining him and the others. I have to mentally force myself from hopping to the stables. I can't exactly explain my enthusiasm. Maybe it's because I'm leaving the compound for a while, or I don't know what, but I go with it.

I reach the stables, and I'm forced to bend over and brace my hands on my knees as I pant for air.

"Yukimura-kun?", my head pops up immediately once I hear that familiar voice. With a fast pace toward me, a concerned frown morphs on Kondou's mouth.

"Is something wrong? You were running frantically and it's rather early, so I thought…", Kondou –as usual- jumps to drastic conclusions.

I stand straight once I finally regain my breath.

"Everything's fine! …I was just wondering if I could come with you guys" it takes a lot out of me to not sound desperate or eager. Kondou must have sensed my excitement to join them because he smiles radiantly at me.

"Of course you can! That's actually a great idea, right Toshi?", he looks behind himself to hear the Commander's opinion. Hijikata nears us, and luckily, his lips pull back into one of his rare smiles.

"I guess we can't keep you in a room forever. Just don't go brown-nosing for trouble, all right?", even with a smile, Hijikata is as stern as ever.

"Yes Sir!", I bow appreciatively, and soon I notice Okita coming our way.

"Glad you're joining us, Chizuru-chan. Now we can finally race together in the forest", he seems too cheerful as he talks to me.

"…Racing in the forest is just an easier way to get lost…", I mention, but I have a feeling that Okita already knows that.

"Exactly", he confirms my theory with a playful smile.

"You're mean", I chide back. Hijikata had overheard Okita's teasing, and I know he isn't going to take any chances.

"If she gets lost, you best cut yourself open before I find you", he threatens coldly with a vein of annoyance popping out from his forehead. Okita chuckles.

"Okay Mom."

…

…After saddling the horses and packing all of the equipment we needed, we ride several miles out of the town and into the grassy fields of Flora. The name wasn't given on whim since the fields are comprised of flowers as far as the eye can see. The land is rich with color, and not so far away, there are decent mountains with stone so impressive, it looks like polished granite. The scene can most definitely belong as art on paper doors in the Emperor's mansion.

The South has a number of impressive mountains and fields, but over there it is untamed and coated primarily with the average evergreen. In contrast, the country in the West is rich and diverse, and nothing short of beautiful.

So how is that the Northerners are still able to disturb such natural eloquence? I'm watching the answer to that right now.

I sit on top of Chibi at a small hill, away from the sporting Northerners as they overwork their horses to chase down a wild fox. That's the sport. Hunting in its cruelest fashion. The point of the game is to chase and kill a fox on horseback using only crossbows. I don't frown upon hunting in general, but I can tell that the Northerners will let that poor animal's life go to waste.

I hardly know much about weapons, but even I can tell that it's hard to shoot a crossbow, especially while one isn't standing still, making it harder to hit the target. Unfortunately, that means the animal would suffer from misdirected arrows if it wasn't lucky enough to receive a quick death. In short, the Northerners would kill and destroy the fox simply because it was fun.

It is a barbaric Northern tradition that I don't _ever _want to participate in.

And as if mutilating a fox isn't enough, running the horses at full-speed for too long would make them prone to injury. They could quite possibly damage their lungs and start to bleed out from their nostrils. As for the worst-case scenario, a broken leg to a horse is equivalent to a death sentence.

But I have to keep the peace, so I keep my opinions to myself and watch the "sport" silently. Luckily, I'm not the only bystander. Though everyone is on horseback, Kondou is keeping himself busy by conversing with a few of the more authoritative Northerners and one or two members of Lord Matsuda's circle. Okita stationed himself near the chief, but neither is he participating in the conversation. Is he quiet because the Northerners are around? Perhaps, but I'm not entirely sure.

Now that I think about it, Okita was always aloof and disinterested whenever politics was brought up, and I'd put my finger on it that politics is _indeed_ the center of the conversation that Kondou is having with the other group of men. It's more logical to assume that Okita is simply bored.

I must have been staring at him for too long, or he probably felt that he was being watched, because his eyes find mine. Much to my surprise, he looks relieved and all too eagerly maneuvers his horse next to Chibi. When he finally settles in place, he grins wolfishly at me.

"Why do you look so bored, Chizuru-chan? Is fox hunting not what you expected it to be?", by the look in his eye, he can easily tell how uncomfortable I feel toward the whole event, and he's having fun joking about it.

"I have to admit, it's not very pleasant…" as I say that, I wonder why Okita isn't participating in the hunt. As messed up as it sounds in my head, hunting isn't so out of character for him; he _is_, after all, a soldier. And I've seen how Okita kills with a rictus smile on his face; surely fox hunting doesn't bother him as much as it does with me.

"So what about you? Why aren't you hunting? I mean Hijikata-san's doing it…", I don't want to be pushy, but I'm curious.

"Don't really like this kind of hunting, and what's the point in using a crossbow if you have a bad aim? If it were me, I'd get the job done quickly", his hand grazed the haft of his sword to make his point.

"Plus, someone's gotta keep an eye on you", he added.

"So why is Hijikata-san hunting? Does he like it?", I have to ask. Despite how intimidating he is, Hijikata never read off as someone who enjoys that kind of "sport", so naturally I want to know why he joined the Northerners in the first place.

"It's more complicated than that. He isn't doing it because he _likes_ it; rather, he's hunting with the Northerners because he feels that he _has_ to", Okita explains.

"Okay, but why does he have to hunt? It's not like anybody is forcing him to", I comment.

"Actually he is being forced, but coercion would be the proper term", Okita clarifies. I open my mouth to ask him why, but he already knew my question.

"Northerners are big on image, and fox hunting is sorta how they show off. So when you get invited to go hunting with them and you don't follow through with it, it makes you look like you've got no balls", he continued.

"I see…"

A strong image and reputation are critical to go up in rank, even more so to get recognized by a Lord. And given that some of Matsuda's men are present, Hijikata is leaving them with a good impression of the Shinsengumi.

I now understand Okita's point clearly enough, but he isn't done talking.

"Kondou-san doesn't like this kind of hunting either. His swordsmanship and leadership are worth a whole lot more than this fox-shit, but the Northerners are too stuck on their high horses notice that", a grin still plays about on his lips, but it's hard to miss the angry spark in his eye.

"So what you're saying is that Kondou-san is displaying his true talents right now by conversing with the higher ups, while Hijikata-san is…", I start.

"…Covering for Kondou-san by hunting with the rest of the Northerners", Okita finished.

"That's incredible…", I blurt out absent-mindedly.

If I haven't thought that Hijikata was a fantastic Commander already, I now _know_ he is. From just one event, he is accomplishing so much. Presenting a good image, having Kondou impress the higher ups verbally…this had to be calculated ahead of time.

And here I was worrying about the Northerners! If Hijikata and Kondou can stand their ground, I had no reason to believe that Okita can't. And it's not like the Northerners are drilling Okita with questions about anything related at all to the Water of Life –that is even _if _they knew such a concoction existed, which is highly unlikely. Also, for the duration of this trip, Okita never broke a sweat in front of them, almost as if he was completely unaware of the existence of furies.

Northerners are only concerned about the existence of oni, and so long as I don't do anything to grab their attention, I'll be fine. I'm just another human to them. _As if I knew the first thing about being an oni, _I think sarcastically._ So far I can only heal up quickly_. The more I think about all of this, I wonder why any of this had even been a problem to begin with.

Just as I'm beginning to enjoy relief wash through my body, I hear Okita grunt next to me. Almost instinctively, my head snaps to face him.

"Hrnng", he grunts again, only this time I can see him grinding his teeth in desperate attempt to silence himself. His hands almost bite into his throat and stomach; it's clear that he's in significant pain.

Watching him like that made my mind recall the first morning we spent together in the South, after he rescued me from the masked men. We were outside Doctor Matsumoto's house when he began writhing in pain, like he was being torn apart from the inside out. He'd dismissed his pain as mild food poisoning, and I was ignorant enough to believe him at the time. Now I know that something far worse was happening to him.

"Grrgh!", Okita's groan comes off dry and raspy. He's clenching his hands into tightly balled fists, so much so that his knuckles turn lighter than my pale skin. It's probably taking a considerable amount of energy and control to stop himself from wailing or screaming in horrible anguish.

Something's obviously off, and I have terrible feeling as to why this is happening, but I'm frantically hoping that I'm wrong.

"Okita-san, are you okay?", I try not raising my voice since the Northerners are close by -not to mention Kondou, and he doesn't even know about Okita's condition- but every fiber in my being wants me to shout in despair.

Okita doesn't answer me. At this point, he's close to bending over his horse completely and struggling to stay put on the saddle. Then there's that look of agony in his eyes, but there's more to it than that. As if someone or _something_ is taking control over him, the brilliant emerald shine in his eyes disappears completely, and in sharp contrast, a glowing scarlet hue emerges in its place.

_We have to get away from everybody now before they see him like this!_

"Okita-san we should-", I was going to suggest we retreat to the forest that serves as a barrier in between the field and mountain area, but before I can finish, Okita kicks his horse's side harshly with a loud thud. The startled horse rears and whines before fleeing away up to a full gallop, with Okita still barely clinging onto it. Escape is clearly his first priority, and my gut tells me he doesn't want me near him.

…It was stupid of me to forget, even for a small moment. How can he possibly want me by his side if he doesn't even know of all that I've learned about the Water of Life? But I can't stomach the idea of him trying to endure the pain of the concoction all by himself…

"Wait!", I call after him and command to Chibi to start galloping behind him. I have no problem riding Chibi like this, but given the circumstances, I'm more nervous than usual. I try my hardest to endure the wind blowing hard against me, but sometimes it feels like I'm running straight into sharp pieces of glass. But that hardly matters now, what _does_ matter is that Okita is suffering and I have to do anything I can to help him.

I'm sure we made a scene in front Kondou and the Northerners, but by the direction our horses are going, it looks like we're joining the hunting party. From what I last saw of the hunt, the fox vanished into the woods, dragging the other men behind it as well. Okita and I just have to be lucky enough not to run into them right now.

As Chibi and I enter the forest, I immediately lose sight of Okita and his trail. It's still early in the morning, so the sun hadn't even risen high enough to illuminate the darkness in the dense forest. If I keep wandering blindly through the woods, I'd only be getting myself lost if I couldn't find Okita. Though the darkness is a thorn on my side, I can't be discouraged.

I must find Okita, but I can't help myself from fearing the worst for him. But just locating him won't solve everything.

If I do find Okita, would he be driven mad by thirst for blood by then? What can I even do for him in that state?

Only more daunting questions come to mind as I go deeper into the forest.

Would Okita even be sane enough to recognize me?

…Or would I become his prey?

* * *

><p><strong>So that's that! I leave you with (hopefully) more suspense! So yes, next chapter is sure to be a rather dramatic encounter between Souji and Chizuru. As to when this chapter might posted, I HAVE NO CLUE. I've just started my second semester at college, and it is already proving to be stressful. I also have other fanfics to write, so the date for the next update is undeterminable. <strong>

**ANYWAY, please leave a review for this chapter and tell me what you thought/liked/etc. It helps me out tremendously and motivates me to try to make faster updates! If you'd like to reach me, you can always message me here or visit my tumblr blog (hakuoukiandmocha11).**

**As always, have an awesome day!**


	15. Chapter 14: Monster

**I was in the writing mood for this particular fanfic, so that explains the quick update (quick being a few weeks *sobs*). Anyway, this chapter is longer, so I won't keep you busy up here. But before I turn you loose, I might have missed some errors in the text because I'm trying to multitask by studying for a test as well, so sorry about that.**

**As always, enjoy!**

* * *

><p>Chapter 14: Monster<p>

A wiser person would turn around and flee from the forest, but not me. As idiotic and reckless as it is, my resolve is strong enough to push me forward. Forward where exactly? I don't know, but I know that Okita is suffering somewhere in these woods. Even if I get hurt or lost in the process, I _must_ find him.

It feels like hours pass by while traveling on Chibi through the thick forest, and the pathways to explore are limited since the mountain rock and tree roots create barricades along the way. On the bright side, Okita was traveling on horseback as well, so he couldn't have gotten that far. That is, assuming he never got off his horse, but I don't think he's naïve enough to stray from the horse. So as long as I can find it, I can find Okita…

…

…In time, and thankfully, the sun started to shine through the canopy of tress. The forest comes alive with the chirping of morning birds, and soon enough I hear running water nearby. Perhaps it's a creek, and a smart traveler would know that such a place could be an ideal source of food and water. _Maybe Okita's there…_

Since I have no other leads to go on, I train myself to follow the sound of the water. Eventually Chibi and I arrive at the creek, and it doesn't take long to find Okita's horse tied to a resting log on the bank. Unfortunately, its rider is nowhere to be seen.

Why would Okita leave his horse behind if he made it all the way here? I mean, where else could he have gone?

My eyes wander to the creek itself. Not only is it wide, but its thin shale rock looks too thin for a heavyweight horse to walk across safely, not to mention the rough edges of the rock could cut through skin.

If one should have to cross this stream, it would have to be by foot. That can –I suppose- explain why Okita's horse was left here. I don't see why Okita would cross the creek in the first place, but now isn't the time to worry about that.

I tie Chibi's reins to the same log with the other horse and proceed toward the body of water. After rolling up my pants, I slip off my sandals and stuff my socks in my shirt for dry storage; getting my shoes and socks wet would only make the rest of the trip more uncomfortable than it already is. On the down side, the rock floor of the bank is hardly smooth enough for my feet to call bearable. While trying my best to ignore such troubling thoughts, I step one foot into the creek.

"Haah!", I gasp. The water is freezing, but I should have expected no less. I'm tempted to pull my foot back, but I remind myself that a little bit of cold water can't stop me from my search. I continue walking through the creek, every now and then feeling slight stings and pinches on the soles of my feet. I don't even need to look at my feet to know that sharp rock edges from the creek's floor permeated through my skin, but I don't linger on the thought of pain; after all, if I really am a demon, the cuts will close right up anyway.

After finally reaching the other side of the stream, I drop to the ground and dry my feet with my sleeves as best as I can. Meanwhile, I notice that I smell horrible, like dirty grass and fishy water. _Sure can't wait to take a nice, warm bath later…_

"_Later_", I emphasize out loud. Right now I just need to focus on finding Okita. With that in mind, I hurried my feet back into my socks and sandals, and I disappeared within the line of trees…

…

…The more time I spend in the forest, the more it feels like I'm simply walking around aimlessly. My legs are sore from hiking, and my feet are almost completely numb. What also lowers my morale is my stomach. I hadn't eaten breakfast at the vacation home, and I was counting on eating something when we I arrived back from the hunting trip. Clearly, I hadn't expected to be out for so long.

It's probably almost noon, judging from the position of sun, and I'm sure the Northerners and company would've started to head back home about an hour ago. Well maybe _they'd_ go home, but I'm sure Kondou and Hijikata must be looking for us.

_Where are you Okita-san?_

I held off on calling for him because the hunting party was somewhere in the woods as well, and that would've attracted unnecessary and unwanted attention. But the hunt must have surely ended by now… _No, but what if Kondou and Hijikata are out here too?_ They might hear me if I start shouting. I continue ponder about my options silently until I make up my mind.

_Okita-san's secret isn't worth his pain… _

With that thought settling in, I gather a huge amount of air in my lungs.

"OKITA-SAAAN!"

My voice drifts off into woods with a light echo, and it scares a couple of birds away from their posts on the trees, but I don't get the response I'm looking for.

"OKITA-SAAAN!", I try once more, but yet again with no avail.

"Ughh", I groan exhaustingly as I sit back onto a nearby boulder and use it as a resting spot. Screaming for Okita only drained more energy from me.

I'm hungry and tired…and I still haven't found him.

"Maybe we passed each other without noticing…"

That's possible, especially considering that we _are_ in forest. Okita might have already gone back for his horse. _But then he would've seen Chibi and probably have gone to look for me…or he might be waiting for me at the creek…_

"What if he isn't there, though…?", I asked myself. Even if Okita is still out here in the woods, there's no way to be sure that I'll find him. And if I continue wandering around, I'll most likely get lost.

Frustrated, I sigh and burry my face against my hands. I'm very close to having a meltdown as I feel my nose sting and tears beginning to work their way out of my eyes.

"What should I do…?"

Just as I had spoken, I bring down my hands and my eyes unintentionally spot a small stain on the rock that I hadn't noticed before. It's dark, and it has a pale reflection of the light. I near my head closer to the splotchy mark to study it. There's no mistake; it's blood, and it isn't completely dry yet.

I suddenly stand up and look for any more bloodstains in the area. It only takes a minute to find similar stains on the ground.

_I wonder if Okita has anything to do with these bloodstains…_ I know that it isn't a particularly strong lead, but it's the only one I have, so I diligently train my eyes on the forest floor as I follow the trail of blood. As I do, I can't help but feel an unnerving pit beginning to form in my gut…and it isn't courtesy from my empty stomach…

…

…The blood eventually leads me to a corpse of an animal. It's a fox with a small, thin arrow protruding from its leg. This can't be a coincidence…that has to be the fox from the Northerners' hunt. But why is its corpse still here? I bet one of Northerners would have wanted to keep it as a sort of trophy or décor item; they wouldn't have left it behind.

I kneel beside it to inspect for clues. Upon inspection, I immediately notice an ugly red gash on the side of its body. The fresh wound indicates that the fox was killed recently. But it wasn't the arrow that finished the animal off; it had to be another weapon. The crimson line on the body makes it clear that a dagger or sword of some kind carved its mark on the poor fox.

"Why?", I spoke. Why a sword and not an arrow? Wasn't the point of foxhunting to use only crossbows? It doesn't make any sense that the Northerners would use swords, especially with their strong views of the sport. Killing a fox with anything but a crossbow would've been considered cheating, and it would certainly read off badly to a Northerner.

"No one from the hunting party could've done this…"

_…If not them, then who?_

The sharp snap of a twig erupts behind me, and I jump as I spin around, completely startled. I don't see a person or animal that could've been responsible for the sudden noise. There's only a collection of huge boulders piled together. The boulders could've been settling place, therefore causing the sound, but I immediately discard that theory. Those rocks have probably been there for centuries, there's no way they would spontaneously move now.

"Hello…? Is someone there…?", I call out. My nerves are starting to get the best of me, and I feel the hairs on my neck beginning to stand. I have strong sense that I'm not alone. Someone or _something_ was, and _is_, watching me…

"…You followed me", a voice that I know all too well calls out to me from the boulders.

"O-Okita-san?! Is that you?!", eagerness seeps through my voice.

"You shouldn't have come. I don't need you here. Go back", Okita is blunt with his words, but it isn't his harsh tone that drives dread deep into my core. It's his voice. It doesn't sound the same; it's dry and raspy –_parched _even. Something's wrong with him.

"Okita-san, please come out from there. I need to see if you're okay", my begging almost comes out as a moan.

"I'm fine! Just leave me alone!", Okita raises his voice. Even if I can't see him, it's not hard to picture him scowling at me. He's clearly irritated by my presence; nevertheless I hadn't come all this way just to leave now. Before, I probably would have cowered away from him and done as he said, but now I don't have the time nor desire to worry about his rage.

"If you're fine, then why are you hiding?", I said admonishingly. Silence plagues the air afterwards. Surely he knows I'm onto him, but that –apparently- isn't enough for him to face me. It isn't fear of me that's stopping him; it's fear for the truth being known that is. That only goes to show how adamant he is about keeping this whole thing under wraps.

But I need to push him, even if that means risking my life.

"Okita-san…", I swallow. It isn't easy trying to say what's on the tip of my tongue, but nothing can delay this encounter that I was going to have with him eventually. I can't back down now.

"…I know you drank the Water of Life…and I know you're not human."

It's only after another moment of silence that I begin to hear movement behind the boulders. I brace myself for what's inevitably coming, but nothing can ever prepare me for what I'm about to see.

From the shadows of the rock, he comes forth…

I've known what he is for some time now, and I've seen several of his kind before, but that doesn't make the sight any easier to bear.

The familiar rich brunette hair on his head is now silvery-white, rendering him more like a ghost. His scarlet eyes glow eerily as they glower at me with uncharacteristic and murderous hostility. In spite of his frigid gaze, his brows wince slightly, making it notable that the sunlight must be excruciatingly unbearable for him right now. And the thin line of blood trickling down his mouth…it is all proof of the curse upon him.

This is Okita, the beast…the unfortunate one who traded away his soul and drank the sinful poison that my father created, all so that he could become a perfect soldier for the Shinsengumi.

He gazes at me with cool and distant eyes as a passionless smirk forms on his lips.

"What's wrong? Are you scared?", his voice is mocking, but there's something in his tone that's completely serious.

Maybe fright and panic should be the emotions that domineer me right now, but I can only feel sadness for him…

"Okita-san…", saying his name is my only anchor to stability, and I ball my hands into tight fists to stop myself from crying. What do I tell him now? Before I can even think of the words to say, Okita's expression contorts into a grimace.

"Urghh!", he groans and drops to ground with pain reading all too plainly on his face.

"Okita-san!", I rush to him without thinking. My arms stretch around him in desperate attempt to ease his agony. I can see him grinding his teeth because his lips are pulled back into a wolfish snarl, and his narrowed brows and the beads of sweat rolling down his face are enough proof of the distress upon him. If I were to take a guess of what's happening, I would say he's being torn apart from the inside out.

"Aghh…nggh!", he can hardly contain his moans as he continues to squirm on the ground and struggle in my hold.

"Okita-san!", I wail in panic with tears ready to flood out from my eyes.

There's no mistaking it; this is the bloodlust I read about in Sannan's notes. Even without the intelligence I gathered, it doesn't take much to identify the tormenting pain Okita's going through.

_This is horrible! Why does Okita-san have to go through this much pain?!_ I want to scream out of all my repressed thoughts, but I know that won't help Okita get better.

"…What should I do?", I hear myself blurt. It isn't just a question of should or shouldn't; what _can_ I do? I try my hardest to remember anything that might aid me…

…Furies need blood, but there's no telling what can happen if Okita were to drink blood. Well…up until now –from what I've read- Okita has had animals' blood. I take a quick glance at the dead fox again. It's corpse being here is no coincidence, and from the blood on Okita's mouth, it's now clear who killed it.

_But if Okita-san already drank its blood, why isn't the bloodlust subsiding?!_ Somehow, I have a feeling that I'm not only one confused about this troubling matter.

"Do you need more blood?!", I shoot the question at Okita. He turns his wincing face to glare at me.

"No! I don't need it!", he shouts, and I shrink back a little.

"I…I can handle this! It'll pass soon enough", he tries to put up a strong face, but it feels as though his words are as much for him as they are for me.

Wait…has this happened before? How many times has Okita endured the pain without any blood or remedy?! I can easily understand why he wouldn't drink blood, but resisting the pain must be harder than I can ever hope to imagine. This bloodlust must have been stronger than any other one he'd experienced before if he was willing to turn back to an animal's blood for relief. But now, he's trying to prevent himself from getting more.

Is he afraid of drinking more blood because it might make him crazy?

"Gaah!", another spasm of pain sprang through his body as he shook fiercely. I'm not sure how much more of this either of us can take. Something needs to be done, even if it's the most benign solution.

"We should try to look for another fox!", I suggest, though even I know that idea is farfetched. Our chances of finding another fox quickly are extremely low, and I'm sure that the other animals in the forest would take off running in the other direction once they notice us.

"Did I stutter?! I don't _fucking_ need blood!", Okita snarls ferociously. I jump at his sharpness, but I can't back down completely.

"But you're in so much pain!"

My hold on him tightens, and I feel his fingers dig into my shoulder for support while his other hand tries to smother the pang in his throat. But as time passes, the heavy toll on his body becomes increasingly noticeable. His grip on me constricts considerably.

"…Okita-san?", I call for him worryingly. He says nothing, but his hands tighten more, his fingers now digging into my flesh.

"O-Ow…Okita-san, are you okay?", I cringe and shift my weight to glance at his face, but his expression is covered behind his bangs. Not being able to see his face only makes the pit in my stomach grow further.

"Oki- Whoa!", I suddenly find myself lying flat on my back on the damp forest floor…with Okita on top of me. My earlier shifting must have given him the opportunity to pin me down with his weight, but I still can't comprehend why he pushed me to begin with.

"Okita-san, what's wrong?! Why…why aren't you saying…anything…?", I trail off the moment I look into his eyes. They haven't changed in color, but they only seem madder and more lunatic than before. I freeze completely when a cynical smile twists his mouth.

"…You _are_ right…I do need blood…", his voice is unnervingly calm, and there's something in his tone that isn't normal; I don't like it.

I try to move from beneath his body, but he's too heavy; I can hardly squirm. That's when I realize that his intentions are to keep me down. I shake my head vigorously and press my hands onto his chest to attempt to push him away from me.

"Please get off", I make my voice fierce in desperate attempt to reign in any spare confidence I have left, but looking into his bloody crimson eyes staggers me.

…Okita wouldn't do this to me…but why is happening?

I almost cry out when realization hits me with the force of a slap. The madness is overtaking Okita; he isn't even in his right mind! The man on top me might have Okita's body, but everything I know about Okita no longer exists in it. The only thing residing in those red eyes are the painful longing and desire for the taste of blood…_my blood_.

"Okita-san, please wake up! This isn't you!", I shout as I continue to push against him with all my strength. But the man notices my attempts to push him away, and he grabs my arms and holds them above my head with one strong hand. His fingers sink into my wrists like a bite instead of a grip.

"Hold still…", he says huskily, his voice thirsty. I don't listen to him, despite fear wrapping its searing tendrils around me; I only continue thrash any part of my body that I can. My resistance doesn't get me anywhere though, and the fury on top of me proceeds to dip his head closer to my neck. His breath is hot on my skin; it almost burns. He inhales deeply, as if committing my scent to memory, and his nose just barely grazes over my neck. I shiver.

"I can smell it…the blood", his voice grows with excitement and anticipation, like a stalking tiger ready to pounce on a doe.

_This isn't right! This isn't the Okita-san I know!_

Had Okita lost his battle against the madness of the Water of Life?! I don't want to believe it. I won't!

"Please stop! You know this isn't right!", my begging turns into sniveling. The tears I had before now push the corners of my eyes and inevitably leak out. I'm terrified for my sake, but I'm more depressed about the fact that the warm and playful Okita that I've known and grown close to is gone.

The fury breathes in my scent one last time before tracing my neck with his warm, wet tongue. I try maneuvering my head away in desperate attempt to get away from him. A whimper leaves my mouth as despair begins to cripple me.

"Okita-san…please…come back to me…", I plea for one last time. Just as I'm about to give up all hope, I feel the man on top of me stiffen and freeze. His grip on my wrists loosens, and he retreats from my neck to look at me.

His eyes are hazy and confused, like he just woke up from a long and deep sleep.

"…Chi…zuru…chan…?", he mumbles my name with a familiar tone, but what gives me total relief is the moment I see the white of his hair turning back into its natural brunette coloring. Then the horrid and treacherous red hue leaves his eyes, and they are sparkling like beautiful emeralds once again.

"Okita-san…is it really you?", I ask carefully. He blinks, and his eyes go wider than I've ever seen them.

"Chizuru-chan", Okita says my name more alertly as realization dawns on his face.

"Wh-What the-?!", he's quick to notice that he's still on top of me, and he practically leaps off my body with lightning speed, diligent in putting a significant amount of space between us.

I finally sit up and quickly massage my numb wrists before facing Okita again.

"…Are you better now…? Did…the bloodlust pass…?", I do my best to contain my anxiousness as I speak. I catch a glimpse of Okita looking at me from the corner of his eye before determinedly looking away.

"…I guess…", I barely hear him grumble. After rapidly patting off the dirt on my clothes, I stand and start approaching Okita. However, when I get near him, he stands ups abruptly and turns his back on me before walking away to keep a large gap between us.

"Just stay away from me" he doesn't even need to yell to sound cruel. I halt in my trek, now fully aware of the invisible barrier around him. Perhaps memories of what the fury inside of him did to me are harassing his head. Is he embarrassed? Ashamed?

"Okita-san…_that_ wasn't your fault-"

"Don't try to sell me that bullshit", he cuts me off. I fall silent, unsure of what I could say to cheer him up –if such a phrase exists.

"I… I may not have been in full control, but I knew what was going on…what I was doing to you…", his voice is firm, but ever so slightly does it shake.

"I've never wanted blood so much before until now… I wanted _your_ blood, and damn was I so close to getting it… It even hurts just thinking about that chance I missed to getting a taste", I don't need to see his face to imagine him sulking as he relays his experience.

"…But you didn't drink my blood, despite how much you wanted it… Why…?", I ask softly, my voice small.

"…I don't…really know what stopped me in the moment…but I could hear you talking to me… I guess you reminded of something", Okita sounds frustrated as he answers me. Perhaps he's just as confused as I am about what thwarted the fury.

"Reminded you of what?", I go on.

"My goal…or job, I guess…", his hand coils itself around the hilt of his sword as he speaks, as if his words are meant for the weapon as well.

"Killing the Shinsengumi's enemies is all I'm good for; that's all… And I won't lose sight of my purpose…even if that means I have to live as a fury."

Hearing Okita talk so pessimistically about himself makes my heart feel like daggers are being driven and twisted into it. I've known just how devoted he is to the Shinsengumi, but to believe he is only valuable for taking life? It's saddening how little he respects himself. I want to cry for him as I feel sobs working their way up my throat, but I hold them back...this isn't the time for that.

"If I'm going to fight on as fury, then that means I have to keep this a secret from the world…", he continues.

"From Kondou-san and Hijikata-san…right?", I intervene coyly. At the mention of their names, Okita finally turns around to face me with a serious expression plastering his face.

"Yeah…they can't find out about what I am. I'd be a burden to Kondou-san if he knew", whether he realizes it or not, a miserable glint coats his eyes briefly. Is that his fear? Him becoming a burden to the chief? I knew that not many things could even scratch Okita's emotional armor, but in that moment I understood that being a hindrance to Kondou in any way would shatter Okita completely.

"No one can know about this secret…not even you", Okita's voice suddenly drops, and I feel the heavy weight of his words. A frown matches the glare of his eyes as he pointedly looks at me. I wonder if that's the same look his enemies see right before they meet their dark deaths… He steps toward me, his hand still stuck to his sword.

I've known he could kill me ever since the night we met, and now he has every right to do so. I know too much about him and the Water of Life, and as consequence my blood will stain his sword. But there's something in his eyes that keeps me from trying to run away or scream in fear for my life. Does he pity me? No, that can't be…I know he shows no resistance when he kills; he'll kill me now if he must…but…

…But he doesn't want to.

I feel my legs shake, but I advance toward him, making him stop from sheer surprise.

"Do it then. If you believe killing me is the right thing to do, then I won't stop you", I articulate each word clearly and firmly. Surprise lingers on Okita's face momentarily before he scowls.

"What's this all about? You wanna die?", he growls ferociously.

"No…but if my death will help the Shinsengumi, then so be it", I'm amazed at the sound of my own calm voice.

"What the hell's wrong with you?! You know I'm not kidding, right?! Why would you want to throw away your life for us?!", he almost yells at me, but I don't flinch.

"Because I trust you, and I know you'll do the right thing!", I shout back, unable to contain part of my anger. My outburst silences Okita, and he resorts to gazing at me with confused and bewildered eyes.

If Okita doesn't want to kill me, then neither would the Shinsengumi. I just have to make Okita trust his own judgment…but why is he still refusing to do what we both know is the right thing?

"Don't you see? Even after learning about your secret, and even while you were suffering from the bloodlust…you didn't kill me. You _don't_ want to kill me because you know that doing so is wrong", I say.

"Oh? And what makes you think that?", Okita snaps sarcastically.

"If you wanted to kill me now, then why am I still alive and not dead at your feet?", I say with the most admonishing glare I can give. My response causes Okita to fall silent again, this time for a long while, but his gaze refuses to leave mine. I'm about to open my mouth to say anything, but Okita breaks the silence first.

"Maybe you're right…and maybe killing you isn't what the Shinsengumi would want. But who's to say that I won't kill you the next time the bloodlust gets me?", there's anger in his voice, but it isn't exactly directed toward me.

"Maybe _you_ should be the one threatening to kill me. After all, I'm not human, so why should you care about whether or not I do the right thing? …I'm a danger to you… You should just kill me and rid yourself of another burden", his tone is somewhat teasing, but I know that deep down he isn't saying those things to be funny. Either way, I can't bear to hear him talk about himself like that.

"You're _not_ a burden to me. And I don't care that you're not human, or that you're dangerous. I do worry for you…I just can't _forget_ about you", I spoke the last part softly. I can see that my message is starting to get to Okita, but we both know that he's stubborn.

"But see, it's _because _I'm not human that makes me dangerous. I drank the Water of Life, and I know what I am now… I'm just a monster that goes crazy for blood. The old me that was human died the moment I became a fury…you wouldn't even know him because he's been gone for a long time. You only know the Okita Souji that's just a vessel for a monster…", he lets out a short weak laugh in self-mockery by the time he finishes. I swallow the sobs that I'm about to cry out and remain silent. It's clear that just talking won't ease his mind.

But I only need to ask one more question…

"Okita-san, does your body still want blood now?", I calculate my words. I break away from Okita's gaze and focus on the ground; I don't want to see anything that might stop me from what I'm about to do.

"No, but aren't you listening to me?", I hear him scold me, but I ignore him after getting the answer I need.

With my resolution firm and set, I draw out the kodachi from the scabbard at my hip. This time I meet Okita's eyes, which are nothing short of stunned.

"Chi-Chizuru-chan? What are you…?", his voice trails off as his eyes follow the trail of my sword. Without another word or thought to stop me in my track, I lift my sword and slide it cleanly across my palm.

"Ouch!", I yelp, feeling a grimace overtaking my face as burning, stinging, and searing pain erupts in my hand. Soon to follow, my warm red blood gushes out from the wound, and trickles stickily until it drips onto the ground. Funny how just this morning I had a nightmare about my palm being cut; was it supposed to act as some sort of omen? Or was this all some sort of ironic coincidence?

I don't ponder that thought much longer as I catch a glimpse of Okita taking a precautionary step away from me. But I'm not letting Okita back away this time.

I march toward him until we're only feet apart and stretch out my bloody hand for him to see. His lips thin and his eyes narrow nervously, but he doesn't move.

"Look at my palm", I direct him, and he slowly obliges. As he studies my hand carefully, he watches with awestruck eyes the cut on my palm close –which doesn't even have time to suppurate. The only evidence of the wound I inflicted on myself is the leftover blood.

"I'm not human either, but it wasn't too long ago when I still believed that I was human. Somehow, I've always known that I wasn't like everybody else, and that scared me. I didn't want to be called a freak…or a monster", I admit. Even when Okita isn't staring directly into my eyes, I know he's listening to me. I watch his eyes soften as he continues to gaze at my outstretched hand.

"I'm not trying to say that we're exactly the same, because then I know what you'd say to that: You'd say that we're different because you crave for blood and I don't. But that doesn't matter", I go on.

"Do you remember what you said to me when you found out I was an oni? The same thing applies to you: it doesn't matter whether you're human or not because that doesn't change who you are. And even if you say that the old you died a long time ago, that doesn't mean that the person standing in front of me now is a monster", this time my strong voice compels Okita to meet my gaze. His eyes are still as mesmerizing and beautiful as the night when I first saw them; something like can't possibly be evil or monstrous.

"The same selfless, kind, and teasing Okita-san that I've always known is still here, and I'm sure you were even like that when you were still human… My point is- …I mean…", I pause to clear my words.

"So what if you're body isn't human? …You're _you_. And that's what is."

By the time I'm done talking, my throat is sore, but I hardly mind talking so confidently and firmly if it means that I can help enlighten Okita. I can't quite convince him yet that his worth doesn't depend on his swordsmanship, but I can help steer him on the right path, the path where neither of us saw each other as an abomination.

The pain on my hand faded away during my speech, but the wet blood still sits on my palm. I'm about to retreat my hand away and find something to rub the blood off, but Okita's hands reach for it and begin to stroke it gently, as if it were fragile.

"U-Um!", the sudden contact with him is embarrassing, not to mention that he's staining his own fingers with my blood. I blush and look away from our touching hands.

"Why would you do that? Cutting yourself like that…", I hear him mutter, but there's no trace of shame nor scorn in his voice. Reluctantly, but curiously, my eyes steadily wander back to his fingers brushing against skin. His emerald gaze melts at the sight of my scar-free hand, and his gentle fingers continue to trace the path of where my wound once existed. His touch sets my chest ablaze, forcing my heart to race at a thundering rate. Where before feeling him on my neck sent shivers of fear down my body, now his tough sends joy throughout all of my fingertips, and that same happiness jolts straight to my fluttering heart.

"I'm sorry", Okita apologizes ruefully, still training his attention to my hand. It isn't hard to notice the guilty glint in his eyes. I shake my head slightly.

"No need. I did that to myself. Besides, my hand doesn't hurt anymore", I try to console him.

"Yeah…but still, I'm sorry", he won't let me excuse his expressions of regret. I stifle a giggle and resort to smiling. _Yep, he's still the same…he's still stubborn_…

…

…The two of us eventually make it back to our horses, but we wash the blood from our skin before we leave the forest. It isn't pleasant washing my bloody hand in the cold water, but better to show up clean than have Kondou and Hijikata drill me with inquisitions about the blood. Using a cloth I grabbed from my saddlebag, I finally scrub away the blood off my hand. I wring out the wet and partially stained cloth; as I do, I catch Okita trying to wash his face from the corner of my eye.

I try not to make my staring noticeable, but I can't avert my eyes. There's something magnetic about the way the drops of water trickle down his smooth face and how his wet face glistens in the sunlight. The longer I keep looking at him, the more flustered I get. I would understand if our positions were reversed, but _this_… What's going on with me? Despite my attempt to keep my clandestine sightseeing nonchalant, Okita turns his head and his eyes trap my gaze.

"See somethin' you like, Chizuru-chan?", he asked mischievously…and alluringly.

"N-No. Not all", it's all I can say to keep myself choking. I can try to keep my voice calm and cool, but there's no helping the foolish and hot shade of scarlet on my cheeks. But as it just so happens, there's something worth looking at on his face that doesn't make me feel idiotic.

"Um…you still have some-", I motion my fingers on my cheek to point out the trail of blood still hanging from his mouth. In response, he tries rubbing the blood away with his hand, but he doesn't do a good job cleaning it away.

"It's still there…here-", with the cloth in my hand, I reach for his face and begin to gently wipe the blood away. I might have startled him, but he wouldn't have cleaned his mouth properly if I restrained myself. As I continue to clean, my eyes study Okita's features.

His perfectly straight nose goes well with his slender face, and his lips…they're half-full, but neither are they distractingly large; his upper lip happens to be thinner than the bottom one. It never ceases to amaze just how arrestingly handsome he really is, and yet it also never ceases to amaze me that he isn't married or with someone intimately.

I've heard from the other captains that Okita never pays any real attention to women; he just goes out with his friends because drinking sake is already fun enough for his standards. But it isn't like the beautiful women in Onoria weren't making themselves available to him; he somehow manages to be the center of their gossip, both good and bad. There are women who deliberately stay away from him because they fear him as a soldier, but even braver women stand no chance with him. I still can't understand his reasons for refusing them.

_I wonder if he's already met someone…_

Maybe Okita had shared a relationship with a Southern girl before he moved to the West, and for all I know, he could still be loyal to that girl. The thought, oddly, depresses me…and I admit it's bothersome. _Why am I getting so annoyed by that? It's not even my business…_

I'd been so lost in thought that I hadn't noticed my hand stopped moving on his face, and I'm still staring pointedly at his lips. His crooked half-smile zaps me back to reality. When I finally look up at his eyes, I note that they're _gleaming_ with amusement.

"O-Oh!", I fumble backwards and flick my hand away from his mouth as I turn my whole frame away from him. _He knows I zoned out! Why else would he be smiling at me like that?! _I'm so mortified that at one point I think I might die from sheer humiliation.

"Thanks for cleaning that spot", I hear him razz behind me.

"It's nothing!", I say abruptly.

_Please say nothing_.

"All right, time to head back. I'm starving, and we might as well deal with Hijikata-san's bitching now than wait for it to get dark", Okita states with frown, departing from the creek and moving toward his horse. I follow by example, but I'm sulkier after remembering that I –too- am hungry. Maybe that's why I feel so weak and grouchy…

…

…We make it out of the woods and return to the Northerner's vacation home just a little after noon, and just as Okita had suspected, Hijikata has a _number_ of words for us.

"…You idiots! Don't _ever_ do this shit again, or I'll gut the both of you", the Commander snarls at us in the common room, not caring who could be listening in. Okita takes the man's reprimanding as a mother scolding her child; I take it as Judgment Day.

The lecture goes on for about another hour, and starvation almost brings me to tears –as well as Hijikata's shouting- but luckily Kondou steps in and gets Hijikata to dismiss us so we can eat and bathe. _At least he didn't gut us…_

…

…By the end of day, I'm already wishing we could return home and end this difficult trip. But at least I got something out from it within Flora's forest…

From that moment on, I wholeheartedly believe that I was born to meet Okita. For what purpose? I'm not sure yet, but one has to exist. The question is, what happens next? The future both excites and frightens me, but so long as I'm by Okita's side, I feel I don't have to worry about that dark void.

…But what I didn't know at the time was that the future held something for me that would unavoidably alter and change my life forever.

* * *

><p><strong>And there you have it! I'm thinking that for the next chapter I'll start to delve into the "Light Festival" I mentioned earlier in the chapters, and I also want to introduce a new character. But that will have to wait because one, I'm a busy college student, and two, my next update <em>must<em> be for another fanfic.**

**Please leave a review for this chapter! It would help me out A TON! And thank you for the last reviews! I've been reading them, and they're so sweet and supportive! Again, thank you!**

**If you want to contact me, you can message me here or on my tumblr blog (hakuoukiandmocha11). So as always, have an awesome day!**


	16. Chapter 15: The Light Festival Part I

**So I know it's been a long time since I updated anything, and I said I was going to update another fanfic, but I was honestly more in the mood to write this chapter instead. There might be some typos and errors in the text because I didn't spend much time editing this since I have a lot going on right now, but I wanted to at least provide something for you guys.**

**Also, thank you to all of the new and old reviewers! I hope this chapter doesn't disappoint! And I say this every time, but thank you for being supportive and patient with me :)**

**Final notes before this chapter starts: I make several references to past chapters, and there's a lot of subtext to look out for. Also, this chapter is mainly dedicated to some side characters since I want to develop them before I drop the bomb (the past chapters -including this one- are all build-up for something big). And it will also introduce a new character (not an OC). Anyway, that's enough spoilers for now.**

**As always, enjoy!**

* * *

><p>Chapter 15: The Light Festival ~Part I~<p>

"I'm sorry that I'm keeping you from your other chores, Yukimura-kun."

Yamazaki's face contorts into a sorrowful scowl as he continues drying the tongs in his hand. Sure, he could've cleaned his medical utensils all on his own, but I knew he was also busy tending to some of the soldiers who had fallen ill thanks to the scorching summer heat. Out of proper courtesy, I wanted to help him finish this simple task quickly so that he'd invest the rest of his time with the sick soldiers.

"It's no problem at all. I want to help", I shake my head slightly and offer Yamazaki a warm smile. He returns it, perhaps not feeling as guilty as he used to for receiving my help.

"Thank you", is all he says, but his tone is soft and endearing.

Yamazaki was never a man of many words, but when he _does_ talk it's usually to give and accept orders. He's a stoic and dedicated member of the Shinsengumi –I'll give him that- but it's nice to see this different side of him that's warm and humble.

It isn't just his gratitude that keeps me happy, but me actually _doing_ something is –even if it's washing and drying all of these surgical tongs and scalpels.

Today I have the same exact chores as any other day, but helping Yamazaki is the perfect opportunity to kill time –time in which I want to go by quickly. I always get my chores done fast, but today is the worst day to finish my chores early and sit around in my room and do nothing afterwards.

I need to keep myself busy in order to forget about…_that_.

The Dawn of Light Festival. Or the Light Festival, for short.

It begins today, and I'd be lying if I say that I'm not eager to celebrate this annual event, but given my misadventure with Okita just the other day in Flora, Hijikata had forbidden us from leaving the compound during the festival –the only exception to his order is when Okita has to leave for patrol.

If Hijikata had known the truth of what had actually happened to us a few days ago, I can't help but imagine that we'd be nailed down to our beds for the rest of our lives… So in a sense, I have to thankful about having the mild punishment of house arrest instead of the latter.

But now I'm stuck at headquarters, desperately trying to do _anything_ that will keep me busy instead of sulking in my room and sitting there bored out of my mind. Perhaps that's why I'm so overjoyed helping Yamazaki.

"There! All done!" I boast as I set down the last clean tool from my pile, and I lean back with a proud smile on my face as I examine my hard work.

"Good work. Perhaps we should take a little break from our duties and enjoy some tea", Yamazaki offers with a small grin.

"N-No need. You see, I have to finish my other chores-", I begin to protest, but Yamazaki cuts me off.

"I assure you a little break won't hurt. Besides, today's going to be a long day, so we might as well. You've worked hard Yukimura-kun. You deserve a break."

I sigh. He may not be saying it aloud, but I can sense his concern for me in his voice. _"You need to relax",_ is what he meant by taking a break. And admittedly he's right…overworking myself won't get me anywhere.

"…Okay. I'll go prepare the tea, then", I begin to move to stand, but Yamazaki stops me with a gesture of his hand.

"I'll make it. It's the least I can do to repay you for helping me here", he smiles one last time, before he leaves the room through the door that leads to the veranda.

He leaves the door open, allowing for a small outdoor breeze to cool me down. Despite the scalding heat, the breeze is more enjoyable under the shade of the roof, and I begin to relish this brief moment of relaxation. As I bask, I suddenly hear Yamazaki's distant –but obtrusive- voice from the hallway.

"Where do you think you're going?! I have orders from the Commander to keep you here at headquarters- Hey get back here! You can't leave!", the kindness and warmth from Yamazaki's voice is gone and replaced by pronounced annoyance. Whoever he's scolding is clearly disobeying orders.

"My my, you and Hijikata-san are both anal nitpicking asses about everything I do. And if recall correctly, you're clearly not my mother, so piss off", a familiar voice jeers back.

"Quit acting like an irrational child! How can you even call yourself a captain with that attitude?! Hey! Are you listening to me, Okita-san-?!"

_What is Okita-san doing there?_

"Be quiet", the familiar lighthearted voice that belongs to Okita commands playfully, but there's something disturbingly dark in his tone.

"H-Hey! Let go of me-! Gwarghh!", Yamazaki's shouts came to a sudden halt after following a loud thumping sound.

_Just what happened to him?!_

I quickly shuffle to my feet and run toward the commotion that was taking place outside. Instantly I find Okita standing behind Yamazaki…who is passed out on the porch floor?!

"Kyaah!", I can't stop the shriek from leaving my mouth, but nevertheless I rush to Yamazaki's side.

"What happened?!", I frantically ask Okita, who doesn't look nearly as panicked as I do.

"Good afternoon, Chizuru-chan. It's nice to see you too", he says sarcastically, but I narrow my eyes at him.

"That's not funny! We have to help Yamazaki-san!", I exclaim as I kneel beside Yamazaki and shake him gently. He doesn't even flinch at my touch; it's like he got knocked out cold.

"He's fine, you worry to much. The sun just got the best of him. You know that's been goin' around lately, right?", Okita tries assuring me with a calm grin as he drapes Yamazaki's arm over his own shoulder and carries him like a rag doll. I'm about to reprimand Okita for not being nearly as gentle as he should be with the unconscious man, but then I hear footsteps nearing toward us from the other end of the porch.

"Geez, Souji! You didn't have to go all out on him…", Heisuke chides as he approaches, and walking along with him are Harada and Nagakura.

"What're you talking about, Heisuke-kun? I just happened to bump into Yamazaki as the sun hit him too hard. Lately it's been pretty hot, you know", again, the dark tone emerges through Okita's seemingly innocent story.

"I feel bad for Yamazaki, but at least now we don't need to worry about him catching us", Harada speaks up.

_…"Catching us"…?_

"Let's just hide him in his room, and we better make it quick", Nagakura's voice is stern and serious, like he's assigning orders to the soldiers in his division.

I can't make any sense as to why the men around me are all acting strangely, let alone them trying to get rid of Yamazaki, but either they don't sense my disquiet or they choose to ignore it because all five men stride with purpose toward Yamazaki's room. I watch their backs with wide, disbelieving eyes and a hanging mouth.

"Huh? …W-Wait a minute!", I call after them and rush to keep up with them.

…

…We laid Yamazaki in his room so he could rest and hopefully recover from…whatever Okita did to him. Unfortunately for Yamazaki, he didn't look like he would be waking up any time soon, but the four captains hardly seemed to mind.

Neither of them had explained anything to me yet, and I'm getting annoyingly curious. But I suppose I have a right to be, I mean, they _did_ subdue Yamazaki an earshot away from me. I hope they had a good or justifiable reason to leave poor Yamazaki like that. Regardless, I still want to know why they're all behaving strangely and conspicuously.

"Now that _that's_ taken care of, we should get going", I hear Harada mumble to the men, who all nod in agreement.

_For the Unknown's sake, what are they planning?!_

"U-Um…", I coyly speak up. In my head I know what I need to ask, but the sudden attention I grabbed from all four captains is nerve wrecking, and it's hard to project my thoughts out loud.

"Ah, Chizuru, you better keep your head down too if you wanna come with us", Harada whispers softly. Somewhat sensing that they are all purposely trying to stay quiet, I swallow my shyness away.

"Go with you where…?", I ask quietly, using the same volume as everyone else.

"Isn't obvious? We're sneaking out of here to go have some fun at the festival", Heisuke is quiet as well, but it isn't hard to imagine those same words coming out from his mouth as a cheerful boast.

"Hey, Sano, Heisuke. Do you think it's a good idea to bring her along?", unlike his companions, Nagakura's voice is slightly firmer as he shares his doubts.

"She may not be able to drink, but she isn't a kid. She can handle coming to Keiko's with us", Harada lectures.

"I know, but now's the time to get loose!", Nagakura whispers harshly, yet his eyes flicker to me briefly before a shameful blush colors his cheeks. If I have to guess, Nagakura is acting like a teenage boy trying not to get caught doing something rebellious by his mother…or _me_, more specifically.

"Shinpat-tsuan, maybe if your mind wasn't constantly blocked with chicks and booze, you'd realize that we can't get _that_ drunk tonight 'cause we all have patrol tomorrow", Heisuke chastises.

"You little… What's so wrong with wanting to have some fun this time of year-?", Nagakura starts whining, but Okita isn't having any of it.

"Are we gonna whine and bitch all day until the festival ends? I, for one, would rather be drinking sake now instead", he intervenes with that usual bite in jokes before he starts to head toward the compound's exist. Without any effort to resist, I frown and furrow my brows at him.

"Hold on a minute! We aren't even supposed to leave the compound! If Hijikata-san finds out-", I start to remind Okita of our punishment, but as with Nagakura, he cuts me off.

"You worry too much. Besides, Hijikata-san isn't here because he's busy kissing up to more of Matsuda's guys, he wouldn't even notice we were gone", he enlightens me calmly, as if none of this is a big deal.

"But…", I still feel uneasy, but then I feel Harada's large and comforting hand rest on top of my head.

"It's going to be okay, Chizuru. This isn't our first time sneaking out of headquarters. And if we do get caught, we'll make sure you won't get in trouble with Hijikata-san", Harada smiles down at me soothingly as his amber eyes burn with that distinctive kindness in them. But even with Harada's gentle assurance, I'm still somewhat pessimistic and doubtful.

In my uncertainty, my gaze unintentionally travels to Okita, whose wry grin falls the moment he sees Harada's hand ruffling my hair. Before I have time to think on that, Heisuke abruptly pats my back encouragingly.

"That's right! And I promised I'd take you to see the floats, remember?", he jumps in enthusiastically, compelling me to want to be as energetic as him.

Of course. We'd promised each other that we'd see the floats…and Harada's collectiveness is making it difficult to turn down their offer. But more importantly, their concern for me is heartwarming…I haven't felt that way since the last time I saw my father nearly half-a-year ago…

_…Maybe sneaking out for a little while won't be so bad…_

And honestly, perhaps I need to go out and have fun instead of sulking about every negative thing that has happened to me in the last four months.

"…All right. Let's go", I smirk confidently, feeling slightly devious now as my shoulders finally sag from their tense position.

"All right! That's the spirit!", Nagakura cheers, and we all march ahead together, finally catching up to Okita. My sight naturally lands on the emerald-eyed man, and I half-expect him to share the same enthusiasm as everyone else…but he doesn't.

His unfamiliar and uncharacteristic cold eyes pierce toward Harada's direction, and out of confusion I look at Harada. He is oblivious to Okita's directed glare at him since he is too distracted sharing the similar positive vibe from Nagakura and Heisuke.

Why does Okita look so annoyed with Harada? I'd never seen the two of them quarrel, let alone giving each other nasty glares. They usually get along pretty well… I can't understand what Harada did to bother Okita.

As innocently as I can, I let my eyes fall back on Okita to see if there's more to observe from his strange behavior. Somehow he must sense that I'm staring at him because his gaze locks with mine for a short moment, and he smiles.

It takes a mighty effort to not look so perplexed by his sudden change of mood.

…Something must've happened between Okita and Harada that I wasn't there to witness, right? I simply don't know enough about it.

_….And it's none of my business_, a harsh thought reminds me. I can't deny that I'm a little concerned and curious, but Okita and Harada are grown men. Whatever issue they have with each other, they can solve it on their own.

I put that thought on the back of my mind and try to emulate the optimism radiating from the captains as we leave headquarters…

…

…Loud noises and crowded streets make the city more claustrophobic and lively at the same time. I don't mind being around so many people, but admittedly it's hard to stay near any of the captains without getting pushed or shoved. But somehow we manage to stay grounded on one side of the main road as we wait for the parade to begin.

Then the faint sound of distant drumming grows louder and nearer. As soon as the drummers come into sight, the swarms of people scream with excitement and their claps fill the air. Parades aren't new to me, but the parades in the South aren't nearly as big and diversified as these Western ones. Despite being slightly alienated from Western culture, my heart pumps faster with the drums as adrenaline surges through my veins. _Oh yeah…this is definitely going to be fun!_

In several perfectly straight rows, the band of drummers is joined with the sound of flutes, cymbals, and other instruments I've never even heard in my life. Following the musicians comes a very strange but fascinating group of street performers. They are all fit and strong, yet their build isn't distracting from their beautiful and colorful attire. Both the men and women dancers move gracefully on the road, tossing and turning their bodies into incredible shapes. The even do a series of impressive cartwheels and backflips. Some even walk with just their hands!

And then the grand floats pass by, and Heisuke and I grin at each other like little kids excited to see fireworks for the first time. Promise fulfilled.

Everything about the parade is constructed perfectly: the band marches in sync, the music is moving, the dancers and acrobats are flexible and agile, even everyone's attire and colorful masks are beautiful and festive. This is a joy to anyone's eye!

"Here comes the finale", I hear Okita somewhat yell behind me, and I look at the subject matter.

Along with more musicians and more dancers come heavily armed soldiers. Swords at their hips and rifles in their hands, they all march proudly as they guard a fancy and eloquent carriage being pulled by six white horses. The framing of the carriage conceals the person inside so well that we the audience can't see him or her from outside. Just as I begin to wonder about the kind of important person that could be inside the carriage, I feel Nagakura come closer to my ear.

"That's Lord Matsuda and Lord Takahashi with their douchey crew. Ha! Look at them acting like they're emperors or something", he scoffs, but with a grade more insulting than his usual banter. I want to ask him about his bitterness toward the lords, but Harada steals my opportunity.

"We should get goin' or else we'll be stuck in the crowd all day."

"Wooh! Finally my tongue will get some sake!", a switch in Nagakura flips, and he's back to his contagious optimism. He throws a playful arm around Harada, and both men begin to disappear within the crowd.

"W-Wait!", I only take one step after them, and suddenly I'm separated from Okita and Heisuke thanks to the crowd. I try to push my way out, but somehow I only get pushed and shoved deeper into the crowd, and I lose sight of all the captains.

Now I mind cramped spaces.

As panic begins to rise within me, I start to call for help.

"Okita-san!", I shout the first name that comes to mind, but my voice gets easily lost within the volume of the crowd.

"Oki…ta…", I start, but something else catches my attention. Among the sea of people surrounding me, a white mask looking directly at me stands out.

I literally feel my insides churn unpleasantly.

"No…", I find myself saying, but I can hardly hear my voice over my own drumming heart.

"I'm sorry…?", the masked person says in a soft and confused voice and reaches a delicate hand up to the mask. I hold my breath as the person lifts the mask up and exposes the face behind it.

A beautiful dark-haired girl with wide brown eyes stares at me expectantly, but something about her face is strangely familiar…and not at the same time. But I've never even seen this girl before…

In order to collect more about this girl, I look back at the mask and frown –but for the right reason.

It's not a demon mask or a daunting mask with no expression; it's a fox mask. White all the same, but it's a fox mask.

_I was getting ahead of myself…I was getting ahead of myself…I was most definitely getting ahead of myself._

The girl is not who I thought she was.

As a weird wave of relief washes through me, I suddenly realize that I haven't responded to the girl's questioning and waiting expression.

"Oh! U-Um, I'm sorry! I-I didn't mean to bother you", an embarrassed blush coats my cheeks, and I bow my head apologetically, but I coyly keep my eyes on her. To my surprise, she doesn't look annoyed with me. Instead a small beautiful smile pulls her lips back.

"Is that so? Funny how you were looking at me as if I were a ghost. Do I look that frightening to you?", she teases me –or at least I think she does.

"N-No, that's not it! …I-I just thought you were someone else."

_Why did I say that?! I could've just apologized and left!_

This girl is a mere stranger to me…so why can't I look or get away from her?

From her appearance, the girl looks completely innocent –if I ignore the fox mask. She also looks so elegant in her pink kimono, and even the small amount of makeup on her face is flattering. Like the first time I met Sen, I feel ashamed of my boyish apparel. Only with Sen, she was kind and sweet –bold and direct- but she was extremely friendly, not to mention that she helped me get away from Kazama and Amagiri. With this girl on the other hand…

She looks benevolent and modest…but there's something intimidating about her brown eyes that look like a pool of darkness under the shade of the mask…I almost feel like I'm drowning by just looking into them.

_…I'm being paranoid_. The first time I saw that mask startled me, so that explains why I'm so on edge around this girl. I'm clearly making this a big deal when it's not.

"Well to avoid further confusion, perhaps it'll make you feel better if you knew my name. I'm Nagumo Kaoru", she bows politely and locks my gaze again.

"…And it's a pleasure to meet you, um…", she trails off and waits for my introduction. Feeling pushed against a wall with no other options, I return the greeting.

"My name is Yukimura Chizuru, and it's nice to meet you too, Nagumo-san", I respectfully bow as well. _Talk about awkward first-impressions_…

"Please, call me by my first name", Nagumo insists courteously.

"…U-Um, Kaoru-san, then…", I correct awkwardly.

I hadn't mind calling Sen "Osen-chan" even though we had just met. But in my honest opinion, I don't feel as close to…_Kaoru _to comfortably call her by her first name.

"Man, haven't I already told you not to wonder off on your own?", a catty voice asks behind me, and I spin excitedly to find Okita. I smile widely, overjoyed that he found me.

"Huh? What's goin' on?", Heisuke pops up from behind Okita, and immediately notices the girl next me.

"…I think it's best I take my leave. Until we meet again, Yukimura-san", Kaoru says softly behind me and passes by Okita and Heisuke. She gives Heisuke an acknowledging nod, but her eyes brighten as soon as they land on Okita.

"Good day, Okita Souji-san", another beautiful smile forms on her lips, but the angling of her head and her sparking eyes portray her as an alluring and flirtatious woman. At that, I feel my spine grow cold. But with a mighty effort, I don't try to linger on that jealous sensation once she leaves…

"Yukimura-san…?", I blurt out softly. Odd how Kaoru requested me to call her by her first name while she remained formal with my family name…

"You know her, Souji?", I hear Heisuke inquire, and the subject of the conversation lures me in quickly. _Yeah…why did Kaoru say Okita's name like that?_ I would've understood if Kaoru knew Okita due to his popularity of being a Shinsengumi captain, but her greeting was rather too confident to pass on as something casual…

"Not in the slightest", Okita responds aloofly, taking no obvious interest in Kaoru. I let out a quiet breath I hadn't realized I was holding until now. Still, my apprehension toward Kaoru doesn't disappear. As stupid as it sounds in my head, even when she's not here, I feel like she's still watching me with her dark, pooling eyes. _There's my paranoia again…_

Looking down at my feet, I frown and bite my lip. Frustrated with myself, I can't understand why I'm so anxious over a stranger I just met. Kaoru was odd, but nevertheless, she was polite with me for the most part. Maybe she's just too friendly… _As if that's a problem_, I mentally scoff.

Finally I look up, and I see Okita gazing at me with slightly narrowed brows. Is he concerned for me? As a humble sensation warms my heart, Heisuke jumps in between Okita and me.

"C'mon Chizuru, let's go!", Heisuke cheers as he offers his hand for me to take, which I stare at absentmindedly. My long staring causes Heisuke's cheeks to flare up.

"O-Oh! –It's just so that we won't get separated from each other in the crowd!", Heisuke quickly claims nervously, more than likely thinking that I was reading too much into his kind gesture.

"Heh? What's this all about?", Okita inserts himself into the conversation. I see the usual sardonic half-smile on his face, but something in his green eyes hits me like steel. Oddly enough, that frigid gaze isn't directed at me, but rather on Heisuke.

_First Harada-san, and now Heisuke-kun…?_

"I-It's so we won't get separated again! A-Anyway, let's go! Or else Sano-san and Shinpat-tsuan will finish all the sake before we get to Keiko's", Heisuke blurts, and with a soft tug on my hand, we begin running through the crowd hand by hand.

"H-Hey, wait!", I barely hear Okita call after us.

The escalation and speed of this encounter leaves me dumbfounded, but I mange to look over my shoulder in search for Okita while still being careful not to trip over anything. Not too far behind, I see him reaching for my free hand. Our fingers almost brush together, but then I see his hand pause and hesitate before reluctantly drawing back.

Huh…?

As I watch the distance of our hands growing further and further apart, Okita stops running after me. I want to wait for Okita to catch up, but Heisuke keeps on pulling me behind him, and before I can even tell Heisuke to slow down, Okita's expression holds me in place.

Even from far away, and even with the crowd starting to block my view, I see Okita studying his hand with a sad and pained expression. Despite the people surrounding him, he looks more alone than ever before, and without any tears in my eyes, my heart began to cry.

…What kept Okita from grabbing my hand?

…Why is he hurting?

All I can do is wonder and keep up with Heisuke. And for that, I feel powerless…

…

…At Keiko's, there's no such thing as any time being too early to drink, especially now with the Light Festival occurring. There are already drunk people barreling through hallways giddily, more laughs and shouts, and certainly more people being kicked out for hazardous behavior. Right now, being at Keiko's is hardly any different from being stuck in a cockpit. Luckily we got our own room since some of the staff recognized the captains –mainly Harada for being charming- and we made the best of it…or at least we tried to.

"Damn you Sano… Yer supposed to be helping me get some chicks, not takin' 'em all to yerself", Nagakura grumbles after having a considerable amount of sake.

"It's not like I can help it. Women will like whomever they want to like. If you wanna impress them, you just gotta step up your game", Harada teases lightly, before taking a gentle sip of his own drink.

"My game's fine! How could any woman resist these muscles?!", to match his claim, Nagakura flexes his huge biceps until they're practically bulging out of his shirt. I wouldn't be surprised if his muscles tear through his skin.

"Ya do realize that girls also want a guy with a brain, right?", Heisuke adds to the banter.

"I _am _smart, you little fart! It's just hard to get to chicks when they're all lookin' at Sano!", Nagakura whines.

"If I'm such a problem, then why don't you go drinking by yourself?", Harada asks sarcastically, to which Nagakura responds to with a childish pout.

"Well, you see…then I wouldn't be able to go out all the time…", he mumbles quietly, and then-

"MOOCH!", Heisuke exclaims, and there's a whole lot of shouting and name-calling afterwards. I sit back quietly and laugh nervously while picking at my food. Every now and then, I throw glances at Okita to see how he is responding to all of this. He isn't annoyed or as sad as he looked after the parade; he's just spectating the men's banter as if nothing had ever punctured his emotional armor. Perhaps that's his way of keeping things to himself, but after all we've been through together, I can tell something's wrong.

"Ahh, but it'd sure be easier to get noticed by girls if we had a title like Matsuda's or someone like that…", Heisuke comments while digging in to a rice-ball.

"Like hell we need anything like that!", Nagakura's voice suddenly rises, but it puts everyone off guard because there's nothing mirthful in his tone.

"Nagakura-san…?", I ask cautiously, mindful not to upset him.

"…Things like a title and status…we don't need any of that. At least that's not what I signed up for when I joined the Shinsengumi", despite the rosy color on his face, no one could mistake his seriousness.

"What do you mean…?", I have a feeling that this conversation is no longer about flirting with women.

"…I was such a trouble-maker back in the South –before all of this. All I wanted to do was fight for a good cause, and Kondou-san wasn't like any other dickhead samurai who just wanted money and fame or thought he was better than all of us. Seeing him be so devoted to protecting people…so devoted to us…made me want to fight for him at the frontlines", a small and genuine smile pulls Nagakura's lips back as he reminisces about his earlier days with the Shinsengumi. But then his smile fades away.

"…But when you throw stuff like titles and statuses into the mix –I don't really know how to explain it- but it bogs down your reasons for fighting in the first place…"

Although Nagakura is frustrated, it's hard to miss the sadness in his azure eyes. His usual cheerful demeanor is nowhere to be seen, and it's almost alarming. I had heard that he was born into a wealthy samurai family, but he gave up his inheritance and status for a place in Kondou's worn-down dojo, known as the Shieikan, but I hadn't understood why he did all of that until now.

It was at the Shieikan where the sincere and righteous Shinsengumi was born.

It's plain as day to see just how much Nagakura cares for the Shinsengumi and its virtues. To lose all of that just for a title…it's no wonder why he looks so heartbroken and why he was annoyed with Lord Matsuda and Lord Takahashi's pompous presence at the parade.

"It's a hard and complicated life we live…", Harada says solemnly before distracting himself with his sake.

"Yeah, and it's all thanks to our complicated politics", Heisuke adds, and no one argues with him there. Even I can hardly understand how Solis' government is set up, but all I know is that it all starts with geographical location.

The Great Blue is the simple name of the ocean that divides the West and South from the North and East. As a result of the natural separation, the West and South became the Earth Nation, and the North and East's union was once called the Heaven Nation.

For each of the two countries in the Earth nation, there are two lords. The South has Lord Shimura and Lord Fujiwara, and the West has Lord Matsuda and Lord Takahashi. And all four of those lords serve under Emperor Furukawa, who presides over the entire Earth Nation.

The North and East once had the same feudal system, but the North wanted to preside over itself, so they broke apart from the East and reconstructed their government into a monarchy. Last I heard, King Xavier was still on the Northern throne.

As for the East, they maintained their feudal government until they lost their war with the North. Since then, the East has been nothing. It's now as mysterious and scary as an unexplored cave. Well, that was what I believed until Kazama showed up with his explanation on oni…

"Well, at least Souji doesn't have to worry about getting the ladies", the mood of the room shifts back to a cheerful one when Heisuke digs a rascally elbow into Okita's ribs. I do my best to not obsess over this particular conversation, but I am genuinely curious about Okita's relationship with "the ladies", so I distract myself with my food as I listen intently.

"If you seriously believe that, you're not going to get any yourself, Heisuke-kun", he merely shrugs off Heisuke's comment like it's nothing to fret about, but the conversation's topic had already grabbed Harada's and Nagakura's attention as soon as it started.

"Oh? Did you meet any lucky girls, Souji?", Harada begins, then Nagakura follows.

"What?! You don't even go out as much, and you still get chicks?!", he half-whimpers in disbelief.

"You guys are making this a big deal when it's not. It was just one girl who said 'hi', there's nothing special about that", at this point, Okita seems more than a little annoyed by the attention he's getting about one girl. _One beautiful girl…_ The sad thought gnaws my head.

"You're just being modest! This girl was sooo cute, and she didn't even say anything to me, but she was so flirty with Souji", Heisuke explains giddily to the other men.

"Oh. That reminds me…", Okita ignores Heisuke and suddenly turns toward me, his expression serious and even a bit concerned. Nonetheless, his eyes demand an answer.

"That girl… Do you know her or something?"

"Oh. Um… No, I just bumped into her by accident on the street. Why do you ask?", I can't help but blurt out the last part, but perhaps some part of me wants to know what Okita thinks of my encounter with Kaoru, or why he looked so concerned for me, or why he hesitated to hold my hand…

He frowns slightly, perhaps not satisfied with my answer, but he doesn't pry me with more questions.

"No reason…", to my disappointment, he answers me bluntly and turns his full attention to his drink.

_Wait…why do I care if he's concerned about me or not? He has his greater issues to worry about, so why would he waste his time worrying about one harmless girl I bumped into?_ I try to be reasonable with my thoughts, but there's no betraying my bruised, swollen, and selfish heart.

I want Okita to care about me…

The problem is, I don't know if he could ever feel the same way about me.

* * *

><p><strong>I promise things will brighten up a bit for Chizuru in the following chapter, but what's a good story without any tension? Anyway, the following chapter will pick up at Keiko's again (I love writing bar scenes), and you'll also see more from Souji. But I really wanted to showcase this serious side to Shinpachi that gets overlooked way too often, so I hope I did him some justice. I also wanted to expand on Yamazaki, and I promise we'll see more from him in the future as well.<strong>

**So there's that! I hope you guys enjoyed this chapter, and please leave a review telling me what thought/liked/etc. It really helps me out, and it keeps me motivated to write more.**

**As always, have an awesome day!**


End file.
